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INTRODUCTION 


It is only quite recently that the theological tradition in the 
Catholic Church has admitted the presence of a spirituality in the writ- 
ings of John Calvin By spirituality I mean the personal assimilation 
of the salvific mission of Christ by each Christian and this in the 
framework of new and ever evolving forms of Christian conduct. Spiri- 
tuality means the forms that holiness takes in the concrete life of the 
believer. The concept of spirituality implies that there is the possi- 
bility of progress in holiness, that there is a need of working toward 
perfection, and that there are certain means and ways of attaining such 
a perfection. 

In the course of the Church's history, different patterns of reli- 
gious conduct, i.e. different spiritualities, have exercised formative 
influence and have often been charismatic and exemplary realizations of 
Christian spirituality for a given time and for a given task. 

It is my contention that the works of John Calvin circumscribe such a 
spirituality. And, although the distinctive character of Calvin's spir- 
ituality originated in response to the challenge of the sixteenth cen- 
tury, yet this legacy, so unmistakably valid for the world of his time, 
has a new and unmistakable validity today. As modern emphases deepen 
Calvin's primordial concepts, they give his vision of the Christian life 
a new and richer dimension. 

Although concrete spiritualities can be grasped less as doctrine than 
as personal experience, they are not totally resistant to conceptual 
analysis. Such an analysis is the object of this book. It is my pur- 
pose to demonstrate the originality of John Calvin's spirituality as the 


expression of a new religious epistemology. 


A. The Question of Sources 


In establishing the originality of Calvin's spirituality, the ques- 
tion of sources must be dealt with at length. Many currents converged 
in the religious thought of Calvin. The simplest outline of his work in 
its historical context lays bare the variety of influences that played 


upon his thought and personality. The difficulty in discerning the real 


influences at work on him is illustrated by the opposing and at times 
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contradictory judgments of scholars.  Innumerable scholars have traced 
the intellectual antecedents to almost all of his most characteristic 
ideas, finding them in varying degrees in different people and different 
movements. 

According to A. Ganoczy, the most important movements that influenced 
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Calvin's thought were nominalism, mysticism, conciliarism, and humanism. 
The author underlines the voluntarism of the nominalistic tradition and 
its concepts of the omnipotence of God. In the mystical movement he 
underlines the Devotio Moderna and its reaction against concern for tem- 
poral goods and its insistence on the decadence of scholasticism with 
its love of subtle distinctions in theology. The Devotio Moderna pre- 
ferred a clear and experiential knowledge of God acquired through per- 
sonal meditation. And this led to individualism which helped the pro- 
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cess of dissolution of the Middle Ages' universalism. 

The influence of the Devotio Moderna on Calvin has been indicated in 
several works. Karl Reuter has affirmed quite clearly that there is no 
essential current of the spirituality of the De Imitatione Christi which 
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Calvin did not digest and incorporate critically in his theology. 
Albert Hyma has constantly affirmed the important influence of the 
Devotio Moderna on Calvin's thoughts? 

According to Warfield, Augustinianism and Bucer are the main sources 
of Calvin's theology. 

The system of doctrines taught by Calvin is just the Augustinianism 
common to the whole body of the reformer. And this Augustinianism 
is taught by him fundamentally as he learned it from Luther, whose 
fertile conceptions he completely assimilated, and most directly 
from Martin Bucer, in whose practical, ethical point of view he 
perfectly entered. Many of the forms of statement most character- 
istic of Calvin, on such topics as predestination, faith, and 
stages of salvation, the church, the sacraments, only reproduce, 
though of course with that clearness and religious depth peculiar 
to Calvin, precise teachings of Bucer, who was above all others, 
accordingly, Calvin's master in theology. 

The extent of Bucer's influence on Calvin is a matter of disagreement 

8 : : i : 
among scholars. Notwithstanding the disagreement there is some consen- 
sus on Bucer's influence in Calvin's doctrine of predestination, sancti- 
fication, the manner of approaching the Scriptures, and in a special 
manner the doctrine of the Holy Spirit. Calvin also shows himself to be 


acquainted with Anselm, Lombard, and Aquinas, and also quite clearly 


read the writings of St. Bernard. 
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At the same time, by training, Calvin stood squarely in the intellec- 
tual tradition of early French Humanism and he derived from that tradi- 
tion many of his basic perspectives and preoccupations. Most French 
humanists born around 1490 were actually Christian Erasmians, and there- 
fore the question of Erasmus' influence on Calvin must be dealt with. 
François Wendel writes: 

Although Erasmus's name nowhere appears in the Institutes, it has 
been possible to show that numerous passages on the contempt of the 
world, the longing for death, earthly duties, even upon the notion 
of faith and upon eschatology, present striking analogies with 
parallel texts from the great humanist.? 

It will therefore be necessary to evaluate in greater detail the 
important contribution coming from Erasmus' own piety and spirituality. 
Throughout his life he wrote works of piety, from the early De Contemptu 
Mundi to his extensive tract on preaching, De Ecclesiastes. His Enchi- 
ridion Militis Christiani endeavors to teach what he considered to be 
Christian piety. This contribution would not have been possible had 
Erasmus' spirituality and theology been somewhat superficial as has too 
often been said both by older and more recent theologians. 

In the field of epistemology the predominant influences seem to have 
been nominalism and the Christian humanism of the sixteenth century. 
There is controversy concerning the influence of nominalism, particu- 
larly that of John Major, on the thought of Calvin. Karl Reuter has 
stressed the influence of John Major and neo-scotistic theology on Cal- 
vin's thought? T. F. Torrance has indicated the same influence in 
reference to Calvin's understanding of the knowledge of Godd On the 
contrary, A. Ganoczy minimizes the importance of Major's influence on 
Calvin's theological thought. He conceives a possible influence of John 
Major after 1540 but not before 1536 and therefore not on the first 
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writing of the Institutes. For A. Lavalée, Calvin's dependence on 


: : : 3 : ; 
John Major is undocumented and questionable.! The affirmation of John 
Major's nominalism and his influence upon Calvin recurs very often in 


Kilian McDonnell's book. 


In the pursuit of the knowledge of God, Calvin turns to the knowl- 
edge of himself. There is in this self-knowledge the remnant of 
that intuitive knowledge found in Duns Scotus and developed by 14 
Occam, a knowledge which is individual, empirical, and immediate. 

Calvin was introduced to the personalism of Scotus through John 
Major.15 
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When Calvin came to Paris to pursue his university studies it 
was the nominalistic theory of knowledge and logic of William of 
Occam together with the conclusions that the Scotistic scholastics 
drew from that philosophy which dominated university life. In 1473 
nominalism was under censure and forbidden, but was again allowed 
in 1481, and after this latter date it reigned supreme at Paris. 
Calvin had an immediate contact with nominalism through John Major, 
whose theory of knowledge and logic was simply that of Occam. 

Reuter suggests that the doctrine of the acceptatio divina, 
found in both Occam and Gregory of Rimini, was taken over by Calvin 
from Gregory through the teaching of John Major.17 

Certainly the Occamist theory of knowledge helped Calvin build 
his doctrine of revelation, Calvin filling with scriptural theology 
the void Occam's distrust of reason had created. 

Notwithstanding these affirmations on McDonnell's part, the influence of 
John Major will have to be more clearly indicated. For instance, A. 
Ganoczy has shown in his work on the library of John Calvin's academy 
that there were no volumes there of any nominalistic origin. Nothing of 
Occam, d'Ailly, G. Biel, Gerson. None of the numerous volumes of John 
Major published in Paris or Lyon from 1505 to 1530 are in the catalogue? 

Although conscious of the numerous possible influences on John Calvin, 
one must also consider that his mind was far more than a mirror of ex- 
ternal events and currents of thought. It was a profoundly creative 
mind and when all the influences upon it have been discerned, its char- 
acter remains authentically his own. The search for the antecedents to 
a man's theology often fails to do justice to his originality and indi- 
viduality. Other men subjected to the same influence will respond dif- 
ferently, but no man is merely the sum of the influences that affect him. 

Although it is necessary to consider and evaluate the different influ- 
ences at work in Calvin's thought in order to establish his originality, 
it is also necessary to note the correspondence of certain dominant ten- 
dencies in his religious thought to certain basic tendencies in the re- 
ligious and cultural evolution of the Renaissance period. It is in not- 
ing this that we will approach most closely an understanding of the 
degree to which Calvin's spirituality was truly original. It becomes 
imperative to establish the essential characteristics and problems of 
the spiritualities of the sixteenth century. 

The Renaissance and the incipient Reformation involved a cultural, 
intellectual and spiritual shift and contained a change in ideas, values 


and thought. At the same time in the transition from the medieval 


period to the Renaissance, elements and problems of the previous period 
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were inextricably intertwined with new dimensions. As Mark Curtis 
observed, 
though the revisionists who have attempted to make the Renaissance 
a part of the Middle Ages may have failed to prove their case, they 
have demonstrated that some phenomena, once thought uniquely charac- 
teristic of Renaissance culture, were present by more than coinci- 
dence in medieval civilization and second, that important features 


of medieval thought and attitudes persisted as fundamental, consti- 
s : 2 
tuent parts of the Renaissance mind. 


B. The Influence of the Devotio Moderna and the Ecclesiological Dimen- 
sion of Spirituality During the Renaissance and on the Eve of the 


Reformation 


Renaissance humanism represented a type of reform movement within the 
Church. It issued a call for a purified and more religious Church, and 
a less superstitious worship. Both the driving force and the peculiar 
quality of this reform were in large part an inheritance from the com- 
bination of lay piety with mysticism and from the zeal for the reform of 
the Church which had been endemic in the Northern countries and which 
was most fully formulated in the movement known as the Devotio Moderna, 7 
The Devotio Moderna meant personal reformation through a return to Chris 
tian inwardness. It advocated a certain individualism and favored a 
reaction against an overly legalistic piety. 

About the year 1515 not only many humanists but also statesmen like 
Thomas More and Duke George of Saxony, and bishops such as Warham of 
Canterbury, were under the impression that a reform as planned by Eras- 
mus would renew the Church. Countless church members were striving for 
SIE But none of these efforts were completely successful, 
even in such restricted spheres as a religious order or a particular 
country, much less in the whole church. The attempts at reform which 
sprouted from the soil of the Church did not come to maturity. The rea- 
sons for this failure must be analyzed, because they point out one of 
the most important questions Calvin had to deal with. 

According to Gordon Leff, the Church was no worse in the sixteenth 
century than she had been in the thirteenth or tenth Ua TM The 
old weaknesses were still there, although some of them had become more 
acute and there was a growing and intensifying unwillingness to bear 


with these weaknesses. The Church needed housecleaning, but she had 
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needed that several times before, and it always had been effected with- 
out disruption. If there had been nothing new in the crisis of the six- 
teenth century, the old methods of reform may have been tried and found 
reliable once again. 

But there was something new. There was the appearance of a new style 
of piety, that of the Devotio Moderna, as mediated by the humanists, and 
the Church was too slow to respond to this new style of piety. In the 
sixteenth century the Church was faced with change from a more community- 
minded society to a more associational society. This change involved 
the coming of a more individualistic form of life, a form of life that 
the Church in its totality failed to share and for a time, actively re- 
sisted. The reason for this resistance seems to lie in the Church's 
understanding of the nature of man's relationship to God. Individualism, 
wherein God's relationship to man became exclusively an I-Thou relation- 
ship, left the Church out of the picture. The mediation of the Church 
as community becomes unnecessary, at times even a hindrance to a pure 
personal relationship to God. Reacting consciously or unconsciously 
against this growing individualism in piety, the Church was defending 
her very existence and function. Furthermore, churchmen reasoned that 
an individualistic piety, a Solus-cum-Solo piety, arises in and through 
a religious tradition. If this tradition is nonexistent, such an indi- 
vidual's experience will not arise. Individual piety is not created ex 
nihilo. It needs the proper soil to take root and to grow. This soil 
is the Church. This conviction on the part of the Church explains its 
slowness in responding to the new individualistic piety. 

Furthermore, the structures of feudal society were underpinned by an 
ideology that ran in strict hierarchical patterns. The hierarchical 
order created by God in the Cosmos, for instance, was thought to be 
realized and guaranteed on this earth by the basic institutions of em- 
pire and Church which were in turn hierarchically structured. Holiness 
consisted in conforming to order and was achieved by obeying the orders 
that came from above through which orders God's will was translated for 
man in practical terms. At the heart of medieval ecclesiology was the 
conviction that the visible hierarchical institution, in communion with 
the vicar of Christ, embodied, in an unqualified way, the reality of the 
Church. This understanding led to an exaggerated view of papal author- 


ity, and the mediating role of the Church in the Christian life. At the 
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same time, with the distinction introduced by St. Augustine between the 
Ecclesia ab Abel, which stands for the tradition of truth, and the Eccle- 
sia ab Cain, which stands for an equally continuous line of distortion 
of the truth, there was an ever-increasing tendency to distinguish be- 
tween the invisible Church--pure and spotless--and the visible Church 
where good and evil co-exist. The link and bond between these two 
aspects and dimensions of the Church became problematical. In the con- 
text of this distinction, the question of who interprets the scripture 
became important. The relation between the authority of the hierarchy 
and the doctor of theology in interpreting the scriptures became a divi- 
sive question. 

The changing outlook and spiritual climate brought about by the Devo- 
tio Moderna with its tendency toward a more individualistic and inward 
religious life was bound to have deep repercussions within the field of 
ecclesiology. The ideal, more or less conscious in the minds of the 
Renaissance authors, would no longer be a religion of obedience to an 
external authority. Religious life had, in some way, to find its ulti- 
mate source within man himself. At the time of the Renaissance and on 
the eve of the Reformation, the ecclesiological dimensions of the spir- 
itual life clearly came to the fore. The ecclesiological presupposi- 
tions of the existing spiritualities were questionable and begging for 
new approaches. A great deal of Calvin's efforts were focussed in this 


direction. 


C. Spirituality and Epistemology 


The Renaissance period was not only characterized by a breakdown in 
ecclesiological models but also by the birth of new intellectual needs 
and of new forms of activities and research. These new needs and prob- 
lems questioned classical theology in its very structure. They also led 

: 2 
to a new theological approach. 

In such a period of transition, theology is very often the very locus 
where the cultural and spiritual shifts become reflectively expressed. 
According to R. W. Southern, 

the digestion of Aristotle's logic was the greatest intellectual 
task of the period from the end of the tenth to the end of the 
twelfth century. Under its influence, the methods of theological 
discussion and the forms of the presentation of theological specu- 


lation underwent a profound change. It was in theetogy that the 
change was felt most keenly and fought most fiercely. 
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Theology is fully and inextricably immersed in the problem of cultural 
and spiritual change since its content touches upon everything else that 
man knows and does. 

From the time of Francesco Petrarch, one can follow the opposition to 
the Scholastics, the academic theologians and philosophers of the uni- 
versities. What was most criticized was the fact that existing theology 
and philosophy nowhere touched man's concrete existence and therefore 
provided no inspiration for man's life. And it no longer corresponded 
to the new needs of 16th century man. 

As the Middle Ages unfolded, two themes which had been maintained in 
tension became separated. Spirituality ceased to exercise any funda- 
mental role in the understanding of theology. The change was gradual 
and the causes complex, but this unfortunate dichotomy between theology 
and spirituality resulted in sterile theology and in a spirituality 
nourished for the most part by sentimentality. Erasmus' life work con- 
sisted in a renewal of theology, a renewal based on the desire to unite 
piety and theology Ga Erasmus could not think of piety as existing in 
opposition to theology for theology and piety were both essential and 
complementary aspects of a Christian life. 

This renewal of theology involved an epistemological shift. The 
epistemological question of the relation of subjective perception to 
objective truth and of language to being and the question of the cer- 
tainty of knowledge had been long-established issues which continually 
divided minds. The Renaissance found, in the confluence of the redis- 
covery of the importance of eloquence and the dynamism of the biblical 
word, new answers to these problems. At the same time, the importance 
given to the power of the Word gave origin to the theologia rhetorica, 
where the knowledge of God became more of a moral virtue than an intel- 
lectual reality, where sapientia became intimately related to Dietas 

Calvin faced squarely the epistemological problems inherent in the 
renewal of theology and the implications of this renewal in the realm of 
spirituality. Research in Calvin has never focussed its attention on 
the epistemology grounding his spirituality. In attempting to give pro- 
per weight both to the significant continuity of Calvin's spirituality 
with preceding and contemporary spiritualities and at the same time to 
its remarkable diversity, the focus has to be brought to bear upon Cal- 


vin's epistemology. The originality of Calvin's position is attributable 
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to his epistemology and to the basic structure of his theory of the 
knowledge of God. The root and reason for the originality and distinc- 
tiveness of his spirituality lay within his epistemology. This episte- 
mology established the proper foundations for the incipient individualis- 
tic and personalistic traits of the spirituality of the Devotio Moderna. 
It also led to a new ecclesiological model and to the resolution of the 
question of the mediating role of the Church in the spiritual life of 


the believer. 


r 
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Chapter I 
THE DEVOTIO MODERNA 


A. General Characteristics 


The Devotio Moderna, as a current of spirituality, flourished during 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. It influenced such schools of 
spirituality as the Erasmian and the Ignatian, and to a certain degree, 
contemporary Protestant spirituality as ell According to L. Spitz, 
the modern devotionalists influenced nearly every humanist.? Until re- 
cently the Devotio Moderna as a movement was judged too medieval and too 
orthodox to have had much influence on the course of reform; but the 
work of recent scholars has demonstrated the wider social and intellec- 
tual context of the movenent. ^ 

The movement, known as the "Brothers of the Common Life" originated 
under the impact of Gerhard Groote (1340-1384) of Deventer, who gathered 
a following dedicated both to the contemplative and to the active life. 
They lived in a community under a regimen like that of monks, calling 
for fasts, vigils, readings and prayers, private and communal, inter- 
spersed with long periods of silence. The Devotio Moderna meant per- 
sonal reform through a return to Christian s bene It was a free 
movement, not limited, as were the monastic reforms, to an existing cor- 
poration regulated by law, nor burdened by tradition. Hence it was able 
to develop in every direction. Like all genuine religious movements it 
issued in active work. In fact, Groote himself had been a missionary. 
Throughout north and west Germany, the brothers of Deventer and Zwolle 
practiced an apostolate of the spoken and printed word through their 
schools and writings. There was a pronounced lay dimension to the "de- 
vout movement," and by a remarkable coincidence similar lay apostolates 
spung up in the southern half of Europe. 

All these groups practiced what they called "inner devotion," from 
which they derived their name. By this they understood, in general, 
deep consciousness of a personal relationship with God and a perpetual 
striving to direct all their work, prayer and spiritual exercise to Him. 
This presupposed, however, the practice of the virtues of humility, 
obedience, purity, mutual love and mortification, out of love of God. 


with Thomas à Kempis this devotion was intensified to an exalted 
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mysticism, a contemplation of God, insofar as it was possible in this 
world. Imitating Christ was thought to contribute to progress along 
this road; hence constant meditation on Christ's life and passion was 
recommended. In the beginning this meditation consisted of a brief re- 
flection, repeated several times during the day before entering into any 
activity. Wessel à Gansfort and John Mombaer developed this rumination 
into a complex system of meditative exercises designed to focus the mind. 
This method resembled meditation in the modern sense. The emphasis upon 
inward fervor and conscious inner devotion did not, however, lead the 
modern devotionalists to reject such oral prayers as the Hours, the 
Rosary, the Psalms and vigils, and they held the holy mass in high 
esteem, although they strove, through inward meditation, to prevent both 


vocal prayer and liturgy from becoming too formalistic. 


B. Gerhard Groote 


Gerhard Groote (1340-1384) is the recognized father of the Devotio 
Moderna, ^ This is particularly striking in view of the shortness of his 
effective apostolate: only ten years, from 1374 to 1384. But they were 
years that saw the outbreak of the great schism, the departure of most 
of the English masses from the university of Paris and the publication 
of Wyclif's De Eucharistia. In that decade Groote emerged as the evan- 
gelist of the north, and it was during that decade that he resolved-- 
following a conversion and probably an attendant psychological crisis-- 
to reject the world while living within it, as a simple Dep S He 
included in this conversion all that he desired to abandon or renounce, 
now that he wished to direct his life towards the glory of God and His 
service. He resolved not to value temporal advantage above salvation of 
the soul, that is, never again to desire a benefice, and this liberated 
his spirit. Considering freedom the highest good in the spiritual life” 
Groote determined to possess only essentials, to be content with what 
was in accordance with participation in community ren He did not 
wish to enter the gainful service of an ecclesiastical or temporal lord, 
and he renounced all profit which he might acquire from EEIN In 
fact, he originally proposed to abandon all manner of scholarship. Phi- 
losophy and theology were not Rent Anadi but of pagan learning he 
would have retained only moral philosophy. And he rejected inquiry 


into the secrets of nature in pagan books or even in the Old and New 
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Testaments. He did not wish to obtain any academic degree in medicine, 
in either branch of law, or Head He would not devote himself to 
any field of study or write any book to enhance his reputation. He 
wished to avoid public debates, considered those of the university inex- 
pedient, and would not enter into private dispute with anyone. He even 
refused to continue his studies in Roman law and inodidinsuM What char- 
acterized this resolution was its search for spiritual freedom through 
the deliberate rejection of everything that is not essential. Some of 
the resolutions stressed the fact that learning itself is not essential. 
Groote had a very realistic approach to spiritual life. What was of 

real importance, in his appraisal, was the conversion of the heart, the 
virtues, the bearing of difficulties and suffering, the apostolate and, 
above all, one's own salvation. To attain his eternal goal, man, who is 
really and truly a sinner, must convert himself. But by himself he can 
do nothing that is of value. His works are powerless and incapable of 
personal justification. 

From any complacency in our own selves or in our good works deliver 

us, Lord; from the thought that we may have done any good by our- 

selves, deliver us, Lord. 
Any thought of self-justification was foreign to Groote, but he did see 
man as having to choose between two directions. This concept of elec- 
tion was quite important to him. 

It is necessary for any creature to serve God, either a punishing 

God or a rewarding God; this service may be against its will, and 

therefore, for eternal punishment, or according to its will, and 

thus for eternal joy.16 

For Groote this choice of a way of life was dependent upon man's 

knowledge of himself and upon his consciousness of the presence of the 
Spirit in him. Man had to be conscious of the presence of the Spirit, * 
for God really calls us and this call is felt interiorly. For Groote a 
correlation existed between interiority (the locus where God speaks to 
man, the life in Christ) and piety (zeal for the glory of God). These 
different notions made up the concept of devotion, which Groote called 
Ynnicheit. He considered devotion and interiority necessary components 
of the virtue of religion. 


By the virtue of religion, man is inclined to consecrate himself to 
the service of God, in order to honor him in an appropriate way. 
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The work and interior exercises of religion are an intimate devo- 
tion, interiority and submission to the will of God. Exterior 
works_and exercises consist in adoration and the offering of one- 
seif. 18 
Groote thought that this devotion manifested itself in daily life by 
prayer, the breviary, examination of conscience and meditation. It was 
manifested in a very special fashion by the imitation of the humanity of 
Christ which is the door to any authentic spiritual Tite 

Imitatio does not present itself as the simple reenactment of the 
gestures of Christ, although these actions have a role in our lives as 
topics of meditation. 20 Rather, this imitation is more a configuration, 
that is, an actualization of the model, the type, that one wants to 
become perfected in one's life The imitation of Christ demanded by 
Groote was really an active way of life, and not merely contemplative. 
This active imitation of Christ was to be primarily a humble self- 
dispossession. Groote understood humility not primarily as a moral vir- 
tue, but as the very foundation of the spiritual life. Only humility 
can create in the human soul that emptiness that God alone can Fi 
If man denies himself, humbles himself, God can empty himself into this 
nothingness. 

The notion of universal order (ordo universalis) was fundamental for 
Groote. It was at the foundation of his understanding of law and moral- 
ity. Ordo, according to Groote, is a hierarchy of values and goods. To 
this order corresponds the ordinatio, which for Groote had two meanings: 
From God's side this ordinatio is the manner in which God disposes every- 
thing for man's salvation. Ordinatio is therefore equivalent to God's 
will. Speaking about monastic obedience, for instance, Groote wrote 
that God has willed that a monk be saved by obedience to his superior, 
and that any resistance to this obedience would be a resistance to God's 


2 


ordinatio. From man's point of view, ordinatio includes all that is 


necessary for man to attain the end and purpose of his human life, i.e. 
the service and glory of God, the sanctification of the name of SEGA, 
Ordinatio for man consists in accepting everything God sends and wants 
for him. For Groote this was the only attitude possible for one who 
sought peace of mind. 

In the conclusion of his book, De peers characterizes the spiritual- 


ity of Groote as voluntaristic, practical and not exclusively directed 


toward the contemplation of God but toward the love of God and all 
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things. Since it had as its main concern the salvation of the soul, 
Groote's spirituality acquired an anthropocentric-utilitarian character. 
De Beer finds that this was accompanied by a somewhat mercenary spirit 
which required a return for effort involved. 

Groote had a distaste for all empty formality ca although his spirit- 
ual life was liturgically Sricurted E Conceding that over-emphasis of 
externals was always possible, Groote considered that it is not really 
the outward state that matters, but the inward state. 

Groote's ecclesiology was not without influence on his spirituality 
and that of his followers. Groote exercised an active apostolate during 
the outbreak of the great schism. Although he did not adopt a neutral 
attitude towards the two popes but supported Urban VI, Groote did not 
think of the schism in legal terms, but viewed it with the eyes of a 
believer who saw the one church divided. He did not regard the split as 
a true schism, but as a division resulting from the papal question. More 
important than all this is Groote's view of the unity of the Church. 
Groote was aware of the imperfection of the existing Church and conse- 
quently consoled himself with the idea of an invisible church of the 
Spirit. He had a tendency to divide the Church in two: the triumphant, 
invisible, spiritual Church, and the visible, institutional and juridi- 
cal Church. This distinction was particularly evident in his letter on 
the schism. 

The direction of soul purifies the conscience and gives man access 
to the triumphant and celestial church; it unites man to the mysti- 
cal body of Christ; but jurisdiction purifies the militant church, 
composed of good and bad members, it purifies the church in exterior 
matters of some enormous scandals and abuses among its members, 
although the time has not yet come for all the scandals to be sup- 
pressed. 28 

At times Groote seemed to make of the Church militant a simple human 
institution. To emphasize the unity of the Church in a time of schism 
Groote insisted on an interior dimension of unity, but at the expense of 
external and hierarchical unity. He reasoned that Christ is truly the 
head of the Church and it is from a vivifying and interior order that 
unity proceeds. The pope then can be outside of that Church of Christ; 
he may not even be a member of the Church but only the head of that con- 
gregation which is called the house of God (caput istius congregationis 


vocata domus Domini). His rule over the Church is purely exterior, and 
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his power juridical (secundum iudicialem presidenciam et regnam) 42? In 
this same text Groote explained that the faithful are members of the 
body of Christ according to their degree of personal holiness. They are 
united to Christ according to their charity (secundum ligam seraphicam) 
and their faith (veritatem cherubicam). Groote stressed the bond of love 
rather than the ties of authority. Attachment to the Church is two-fold, 
one spiritual, inner, and therefore by nature invisible (that of love 
and faith), the other external and necessarily visible (that of author- 
ity and direction from a unique head, the pope). Not having explained 
where the pope receives his power, Groote seems to have separated the 
spiritual power of Christ over his mystical body from the power of the 
pope who became in his view the head only of the juridical institution. 
Groote drew a clear distinction between Christ as the head of the Church 
and the authority of the pope. Although he agreed that union with 
Christ is always a necessary element to membership in the Church, he 
thought it possible that the link with the pope could be totally absent. 
The traditional medieval concept of the Church was here put into danger. 
Groote clearly accented the primacy of the mystical unity of the Church, 
somewhat at the expense of the visible primacy. Speaking of the Church's 
visible unity, Groote stressed that union with the head does not consist 
so much in a link with the pope but in unity with the ecclesiastical in- 
stitution which by nature transcends the very person of the Boren. 

In the same way that Groote's concept of the Church colored his spir- 
ituality and influenced his followers, so did his understanding of the 
nature and place of knowledge. Some of the resolutions occasioned by 
his conversion explicitly deal with these notions. For instance he vir- 
tually rejected scholasticism, its study, terrain and methods. Speaking 
of philosophy he wrote: 

Alas, how misguided are the young people today, that they, depend- 
ing only on the personal work of Aristotle, or of another philoso- 
pher whom they esteem very highly, persuade and convince themselves 
of many opinions which they scarcely understand, or indeed even 
before they have penetrated to the heart of them, solely on account 
of the person who expresses them. But this, which today is only 
one great hindrance to philosophy, arises from the fact that when 
reflecting on the intelligible, people take account of such an 
incidental thing as another's pronouncement on the subject. There 
is, however, another greater and more widespread hindrance--and 
this lies in philosophy itself--namely, that apart from the first- 


mentioned methods of philosophizing, our students of philosophy, 
when concerning themselves with the essentials of things, their 
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nature, and their genera and species, do not direct their minds to 
reality but for the greater part only to verbal expressions them- 
selves. I must confess that I have philosophized in this manner 
for a very long time.31 
But his efforts to keep his library well stocked is a sign that he did 
not abandon learning altogether nor reject his theological studies com- 
pletely. Nonetheless, for Groote, true knowledge was knowledge of the 
Gospel. In one of the resolutions expressed in his De Sacris Libris 
Studendis Groote affirmed: 


I return to learning: the root of your knowledge and the mirror of 
your life is the Gospel of Christ. 32 


He called this knowledge of God a true philosophy. 


When shall the soul depart from this damp cave and fly up to the 
freedom of the celestial, the peace of the devout, the engagement 
of the true philosophy which is God? 
A great deal of what Groote wrote he inherited from his predecessors. 
De Beer gives a list of the books which Groote had copied and which he 
liked to possess, and also of the authors to whom Groote constantly re- 
ferred in setting out his own opinions. The books that make up the list 
comprise nearly the whole of the medieval spiritual literature. 4 
Because of his situation in time, Groote's doctrine was somewhat 
ambiguous; it led in different directions. In fact there are two dif- 
ferent and contrary tendencies in Groote's spirituality. On the one 
hand he sought to withdraw from the world, to work in solitude toward 
the perfection of his own soul and the continuing self-dispossession de- 
manded by an active imitation of the person of Christ. Groote was fully 
in sympathy with the whole monastic state and extolled it as being the 
most perfect way to salvation. On the other hand Groote also sought 
to be an apostle, to reform the Church through his preaching. He had a 
sober sense of reality and his spirituality is intended for a man in 
this world. His spirituality to a large extent can be termed a lay 
spirituality. 
One or the other of these tendencies will mark the followers of 
Groote. The Brethren of the Common Life will strive to live a religious 
life in the world; while the Canons of Windesheimer will further the 


monastic tendencies in Groote's spirituality. 
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Chief among Groote's followers and helpers was Florens Redewijns 
(1350-1400). He was, with Groote, the co-founder of the Brothers of 
the Common Life and was at the head of the devotionalist movement from 
Groote's death until his own, that is from 1384 to 1400, °° Apart from 
a few various Notabilia Verba?! only two works of his have been pre- 
served: Multum valet?" and Omnes inquit artes. What characterizes the 
spirituality of Florens is its practical aspect." "There is no true 
knowledge unless it is acquired in order to act. "40 His writings are 
didactic and moralizing. He gave advice on ordering the interior and 
exterior aspects of the spiritual life and designated norms for attain- 
ing self-knowledge. He had no concept of the spiritual life as a hier- 
archical ascension toward union with God; from the different writings 
he quoted, he always underlined the purgative and eliminative dimensions 
of the spiritual life. His spiritual doctrine is quite well indicated in 
this quotation from his Notabilia Verba: "Whatever man does he must do 
it only for the glory of God, "^1 In view of this glory of God Florens 
wanted to renew the apostolical life (vita apostolica) in and through 
the fraternities of the Brothers of the Common Life. 

After Groote and Florens, the most important author among the Broth- 
ers of the Common Life was Geert Zerbolt van Zutphen (1367-1398) who 
wrote two significant treatises: De Reformatione Virium Animae and the 
De Spiritualibus FRONT Both works were widely read and in- 
fluenced later spiritual writers. 

Their contents accord essentially with Florens' two treatises--a de- 
scription of the practice of virtue and of the way to attain purity of 
soul--but these themes are treated in different ways. In his under- 
standing of the spiritual life, Zerbolt always began with the visible 
situation of the sinful man, who must be conscious of his sin and of 
the necessity of conversion. In the very first chapter of his De Spir- 
itualibus Ascensionibus Zerbolt emphasized the fact that man is inclined 
by nature to turn upwards to God: 

I know, O man, that you are desirous to go upward and that you do 
long earnestly to be lifted up, for you are a creature reasonable 
and noble, endowed with a certain greatness of mind, wherefore you 


do seek lofty heights and ascend thereto by reason of a desire that 
is of your nature. 
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But the spiritual ascent which realizes itself in different stages has 
its starting point in man's own depravity and degeneration, as experi- 
enced in original sin, concupiscence, and mortal sin. These are the 
direct opposites of original justice. 
From this it comes that now these powers and afflictions are in- 
clined in a direction far removed from that to which God ordained 
them, being prone to evil and going headlong to the desire of that 
which is unlawful. Nay, moreover, reason herself, having become 
blind, wandering and dull, does often take falsehood for truth, and 
enmesh herself in unprofitable curious matters. The will has be- 
come crooked, does often choose the worst part and loves carnal 
things, making light of things spiritual and heavenly.? 
Zerbolt proceeded from the decline of the soul's powers, which had lost 
their energy and direction, to their restoration. In contrast with this 
triple deprivation he posited a triple ascension: conversion, ordered 
love and sanctification of the faculties. The means to ascend from one 
level to the other are, according to Zerbolt, self-knowledge, repentance, 
combat of sin, mortification and the practice of humility and obedience 
through prayer, spiritual reading and meditation. The highest level to 
be attained and last ascent to be made is contemplation.  Zerbolt de- 
scribed the way that leads to contemplation, but he did not describe the 
state itself. 

In this framework of levels and ascents there is a very evident 
stress on the concept of order and an existing pattern to which man must 
conform. 

Thus it was that God, the first cause of all things, brought into 
actual being those things themselves in fitting fashion and form, 
making nothing save in accordance with the essential and ideal pat- 
tern of all things. ^? 
This order is revealed to us in the person of Christ who becomes our 
model. The imitation of Christ, the imitatio Christi, was central to 
Zerbolt's spirituality. Christ is the only model to be followed and 
this imitation is realized in three different steps or ascents. 46 The 
first imitation is based on an appreciation of Christ's humanity and the 
beauty of this humanity. The second imitation is found in the discovery 
and appreciation of the divinity in Christ. Since Christ is both God 
and man, this imitation demands both great devotion, love and confidence, 


and fear and reverence.” The third phase of our imitation of Christ is 


union with God. 
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A man does begin to be in a certain manner and spirit with God, to 
pass outside himself, to perceive the very truth and to be made 
united to God and to cleave to him. 
To be able to further one's ascent in the imitation of Christ, be- 
sides the exercises of true virtue and true devotion, Zerbolt prescribed 
; ; à P 49 
three exercises: reading, meditation, and prayer. These three exer- 
Cises are centered on the very person of Christ. 
By meditation is meant the process in which you do diligently turn 
over in your heart whatsoever you have read or heard, earnestly 
ruminating the same and thereby enkindling your affections in some 
particular manner or enlightening your understanding. 
A large part of the book, De Spiritualibus Ascensionibus, consists of 
material for meditation, derived from the last things, death and judg- 


ment, and especially the passion of Christ. 


D. Thomas à Kempis and the De Imitatione Christi 


Thomas à Kempis (1380-1471) is one of the most important representa- 
tives of the Devotio Moderna, and his treatise, De Imitatione Christi, 
is one of the great classics of Christian spirituality.” On every page 
of the De Imitatione one meets thoughts already expressed by Groote, 
Florens and Zerbolt. In fact we have in De Imitatione Christi the con- 
fluence of most of the important currents and themes of medieval spir- 
ituality. The book served as a channel through which Augustinian, Ber- 
nardian and Franciscan spiritualities influenced the sixteenth century 
and those which oiov The very fact that the authorship of the 
book has been the object of extensive discussion is a sign of its ecu- 
menicity. The title of the book refers to a very profound and ever- 
present theme in the history of Christian spirituality. >” Statistical 
study of key phrases in the work does not indicate as much the impor- 
tance of the concept of imitation of Christ, as it underlines the neces- 
sity of spiritual combat. ^^ 

For Thomas à Kempis, the imitation of Christ is the criterion to 
measure the vitality of one's spiritual life. 

If you desire to be purified from your vices and to progress in the 
exercise of virtue, love the life and passion of Christ, whom the 
Father sent in the world as an example of all EAE L 


The imitation of Christ is the way of the cross, the doctrine of 
our salvation, the wisdom of the saints, the will of mankind. 
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Christ becomes for man primarily a pattern of self-mortification. 
Self-renunciation and resignation are ranked highly among virtues. / We 
find in the De Imitatione Christi the themes of spiritual nudity, nudi- 
tas, of self-dispossession, exspoliari, and self-detachment, resignatio. 
The one who follows Christ takes pain to bring his entire life into con- 

formity with Christ. He who strives to imitate Christ will withdraw 
from love of visible things and transfer his affection to the invisible, 
for following sensual inclination stains the conseienceiz? He will find 
true inward peace by resisting the fleshly passions.” If we were 
stricter with ourselves and not entangled in outward things, we could 
taste of divine things." Suffering and grief are good for us, for they 
protect us from vainglory and teach us not to hope in earthly things sas 
Self-discipline is called for; one ought to root out one evil habit each 
year; 


Keep your eye upon yourself in the first place, and especially ad- 
monish yourself in preference to admonishing all your friends.93 


Indeed, 


the more violence you do to yourself, the greater will be your 
growth in grace.94 


The imitation of Christ is the way of the cross; in order to go into 


life everlasting, man must take up the cross and follow Christ.9? 


There is no other way to life and to true inward peace save the way 
of the holy cross, and of daily mortification. 
The different themes of self-dispossession can be systematically out- 
lined in the following manner: separation from all created reality 
effects spiritual poverty. 
Rare indeed is a man so spiritual as to strip himself of all things. 
And who shall find a man so truly poor in spirit as to be free from 
every creature?97 
Self-dispossession causes the purity of heart necessary for the effec- 
tive contemplation of God. 
Be pure and free within, unentangled with any creature. You must 
bring to God a clean ang open heart if you wish to taste and to see 
how sweet the Lord is. 
This self-dispossession is primarily achieved through the imitation of 


Christ: 
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Strive for this, pray for this, desire this, to be stripped of all 
selfishness and naked to follow the naked Jesus, to die to self and 
live forever. 


All this self-dispossession finally renews man. 


You must put on the new man. You must be changed into another man. 

You must often do these things you do not wish to do and forego 

those you do wish.” 
Underlying this emphasis on self-denial and self-dispossesion is the 
affirmation that man is in exile, a pilgrim here on earth. Man is a 
prisoner and his prison is the flesh which continually besets him with 
Chatacles ii Not only is he a pilgrim and prisoner on earth, but he is 
also in a pitiable state. Because of original sin man has lost his 
beatitude and is constantly attracted to sin (ad malum semper pL 
Thomas à Kempis distinctively taught the depravity of human nature. ^? 
Man has fallen so low that he cannot rise anymore without divine help. 
But since he was created in God's image, something divine remains in his 
sinful heart: 

For the small part which remains as it were a spark (scintilla quae- 

dam), light hid in the ashes.74 
This part cannot be animated through man's own activity, however, but 
only through God's grace. Although the author of the De Imitatione 
Christi insists strongly on man's own activity, as a true mystic he is 
very much aware of the impossibility of arriving at a vision or intui- 
tion of God without God's own intervention. The mystics, more so than 
others, feel the incapacity of nature to reach God. They are very con- 
scious of man's passivity in relation to God, for without God no holi- 
ness is possibles? God intervenes in the life of man through his grace. 
And this grace is continually needed in man's life With God's grace 
man is capable of all; without it he can do nothing. This grace given 
by God is supernatural life, the pledge of everlasting salvation, con- 
tinually transforming man to a greater resemblance to Geode 

It is in this framework of grace and its dynamic transforming power 

that the self-knowledge advocated by the Greek philosophers is under- 
stood. This self-knowledge so important to the development of the spir- 
itual life is knowledge of Christ himself, a knowledge that leads to the 
imitation of Christ, © Illuminated by Christ, man realizes the two most 


important truths about himself: that his own condition is that of 
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pilgrim and sinner; and that the purpose of his life is to serve God in 
humility and obedience in the footsteps of Christ. We have already 
spoken of the first truth about man, of his precarious existence and his 
need for self-dispossession. Self-knowledge reveals man's fragility, 
his tendency to instability and his incapacity to pursue his own true 
good. 
How great is the frailty of human nature which is ever prone to 
evil. Today you confess your sins and tomorrow you again commit 
the same sins which you confessed. One moment you resolve to be 
careful and EC after an hour you act as though you had made no 
resolution. ? 

Man must see himself as he is: nothing, nihileitas. Truly to 
know and despise self is the best and most perfect counsel. To 
think of oneself as nothing and always to think well and highly of 
others is the best and most perfect wisdom. 

The recurring word is nihil: nihil sum; nihil habeo; nihil Palen 
Nothing can be found in man which truly belongs to him. That which con- 
stitutes the foundation of his being and his positive value is his de- 
pendence upon God. This basic truth about man, his destiny to serve God 
and the acknowledgement of his total dependence on God is clearly and 
often underlined in the De Imitatione Christi. 

Man has been called to serve and honor God. "All is vanity therefore 


£82 The service of God demands 


except to love God and serve him alone. 
on the part of the servant a fundamental attitude of humility.  Humility 
seems to rank above all other virtues in the spirituality of the De Imi- 
tatione Christi The word humility and its derivatives, humiliate, 
humiliation, humble and humbly, function as a key to the understanding 
of the spirituality of Thomas à Kempis. Man's intrinsic value is mea- 
sured in proportion to his bunility,?4 Such humility can only be based 
upon the acceptance of one's complete dependence upon God. At the same 
time it demands a tremendous amount of detachment and mortification. We 
have already seen the role of self-denial and self-dispossession in this 
spirituality. The stripping of oneself in humility acknowledges the 
glory of God. There is no place in man for any self-admiration or appre- 
ciation. 

O how humble and lowly should I consider myself. How very little 

should I esteem enything that seems good to me. How profoundly 

should I submit to your unfathomable judgments, Lord, for I find 


myself to be but nothing.95 
He who attributes any good to himself hinders God's grace from 
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coming to his heart, for the grace of the Holy Spirit seeks always 
the humble heart.86 

For man's merits are not measured by many visions or consolations 
or by knowledge of the Scriptures or by his being in a higher posi- 
tion than others, but by the truths of his humility, by his capa- 
city for divine charity, by his constancy in seeking purely and 
entirely the order of God, by his disregard and positive contempt 
of self and more, by preterting to be despised and humiliated 
rather than honored by others. 7 


This radical humility even extends to a willingness to part with divine 

consolation and to live in tribulation and darkness. 
I do not desire consolation that robs me of contrition, nor do I 
care for contemplation that leads to pride, for not all that is 
high is holy, nor is all that is sweet good, nor every desire pure, 
nor all that is clear to us pleasing to God. I accept willingly 
the grace whereby I become more humble and contrite, more willing 
to renounce self. 

The predominant attitude of the humble man toward all that is not of God 

is that of indifference. "For nothing among all the wonders of heaven 

and earth is like to you. "99 

This radical humility is not without its own effects. It is a cause 

of peace in the humble E EH Humility is the very condition of 

our understanding of scripture. "If you would profit from it, there- 

: 3 9 

fore, read with humility." 1 

This humility which conditions our understanding of scripture leads 

also to a radical mortification of our desire for vain knowledge which 

leads man away from God and distracts him from his main purpose in life. 
What good does it do to speak learnedly about the Trinity if lack- 
ing humility you displease the Trinity. Indeed it is not learning 
that makes man holy and just, but a virtuous life makes him pleas- 
ing to God. I would rather feel contrition than know how to define 
it. What would it profit us to know the whole Bible by heart and 
the principles of all the philosophers if we live without grace and 
the love of God? Vanity of vanities, all is vanity except to have 
God and serve him alone. 

Man makes more progress from forsaking all things than by studying sub- 

tleties. Thomas à Kempis seemed to delight in employing the concept of 

learning in a pejorative context, for example, "Learning without love 

and grace," “Learning without the fear of God," or "If I should know 

everything that was in the world." 


One striking characteristic of the De Imitatione Christi is an almost 


complete lack of concern with dogma and systematic theology. The author 
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cautions us of a purely abstract theology, which, in his eyes, is quite 
ey : 9 : | 
irrelevant to the spiritual life. S The author considered scholastic 
disputes worthless, empty talk. This denigration of learning is in the 
spirit of Groote's resolution. This rejection of formal theology and 
philosophy as superfluous may be, in part, a reaction against the steril- 
ity of fifteenth-century scholasticism. But it has deeper roots than 
that. It is related to the understanding that everything comes from God 
through Christ and this causal relationship of God to man is evident in 
a very particular way in relation to the true knowledge which is knowl- 
edge of self and of God. Everything indeed is attributed to God, who 
will teach us all things. 
Though you shall have read and learned many things, it will always 
be necessary for you to return to this one principle: I am he who 
teaches man knowledge, and to the little ones I give a clearer 
understanding than can be thought by man. I am he who in one moment 
so enlightens the humble mind that it comprehends more of eternal 
truth than could be learned by ten years in the schools. I teach 
without noise or words or clash of opinions, without ambition for 
honor or confusion of argument. I within them am the teacher and 
the truth, the understander of thoughts.94 
Knowledge of God and knowledge of man are understood in revelational 
terms as a gift received from the Father. The attitude of the receiver 
is that of pure faith, a submission of reason to faith. 
Submit yourself to God and humble reason to faith. From the light 
of understanding will be given you so far as it is good and neces- 
sary for you. Human reason is weak and can be deceived. True 
faith, however, cannot be deceived. All reason and natural science 
ought to come after faith, not go before it, nor oppose it.? 
In the context of this revelational understanding of knowledge and the 
concomitant importance of faith, it is easy to understand how important 
the Gospel is for Thomas à Kempis. "Attend to my words which enkindle 
the heart and enlighten the mind, which excite contrition and abound in 
manifold consolation. e S The Imitation is remarkable both for the number 
of biblical quotations it contains and for the lack of reference to any 
other source. Thomas regarded the reading of Scripture as absolutely 
: 97 
essential. 
Divinely given knowledge has different effects upon man. It can lift 
the soul above itself. It can be characterized by an ecstasy of the 


mind (in excessu mentis PR in which sublime truths are understood 
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without difficulty in light given from Shoes el This knowledge truly 
inflames the heart and instills the necessary strength to follow Christ. 
For the very source of this knowledge is Christ himself, magister magis- 
trorum. 

Returning to the theme of imitation the author states that the degree 
and level of a man's knowledge depends on the closeness of his conform- 
ity to Christel The theme of conformity, not only of one's life to 
that of Christ, but more fundamentally of one's will to that of God, is 
predominant in the De Tai tationes og This conformity of will is the 
highest point of humility and a continual source of peace and joy. It 
is also the source of unity and source of Gontenpiat anwar Humility 
and mortification, imitation of Christ and conformity of one's will to 
the Father's are fully expressed in the concrete love of the believer. 
The violence done to oneself, mortification and abnegation, are neither 
servitude nor sadism, but a work of love. Love makes the difficult 
easy; it feels no burden, it is always ready to do "os d Love is the 
very essence of spiritual life. Love tends upward to God for it is 
basically from God and cannot rest except in God. Love is the dynamism 
of all spiritual dite so He who has understood the message of Christ 
can only pray and hope for one thing: to be dissolved in love, dilata 
in amore; to love God more than oneself and all others in Cod 

What has been described till now as the essential characteristics of 
the spirituality of the De Imitatione Christi are indicative of an empha- 
sis on personal piety, on the inner life of the Spirit and direct com- 
munion with God. 

Except for the fourth chapter, “Concerning the Sacrament," the De 
Imitatione Christi has practically nothing to say about the sacramental 
mediation in the spiritual life. And even the sacrament of the Euchar- 
ist, the only sacrament considered, seems to be understood more as food 
for the Spirit than as a means for salvation. Holy Communion and the 
reading of holy scripture are considered the two things necessary to the 
faithful soul. 

I feel there are especially necessary for me in this life two 

things without which its miseries would be unbearable. Confined 
here in this prison of the body I confess I need these two, food 
and light. Therefore you have given me in my weakness the sacred 


flesh to refresh my soul and body, and you have set your word as a 
guiding light for my feet. Without them I could not live or write, 
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for the word of God is the light of my soul, and the sacrament is 

the bread of life.l 
The sacrament must be food for inner devotion, and inner devotion must 
be present at the reception of the sacrament. Thomas respected the 
status of the priest and recognized in the mass a definite link with 
Christ's sacrifice on the cross, the commemoration of the mysteries of 
salvation. Thomas recommended meditation on Christ's life and passion 
during the mass. This sacramental attitude was accompanied by the in- 
sistence that the grace of devotion is obtained through humility and 
rejection of self. Even in a sacramental context, emphasis was on the 
inner life of the spirit and a direct communion with God. 

A tendency to minimize the importance of the intermediary agencies 
provided by the Church underlined this emphasis. In his intense pre- 
occupation with the inner life, Thomas à Kempis tends to regard visible 
symbols and formal acts as mere externals without value unless accom- 
panied by strong internal feeling. There is no questioning of the 
orthodox beliefs as practices of the Church. But he shows a subtle 
criticism of the institutionalized religion of the day. There is a 
fundamental shift in emphasis away from the sacramental and sacerdotal 
aspects of medieval religion on which the authority of the Church over 
the lay world was Poe Most indicative of this is the De Imita- 
tione's lack of teaching on the Church. The Church is hardly ever men- 
tioned saa We have already indicated to some extent the place of the 
Church in Groote's theology. Later medieval theology changed from a 
communal understanding of the Church to a church understood as a means 
of R Lie In the context of Church understood as communion, the 
believer's life and union with God is in and through the Churches In 
the context of Church understood as a channel of salvation, life and 
union with God can be understood in a more individualistic fashion. The 
Church is an aid to, not really the locus of, the spiritual life. 

The Church is considered as an institution of salvation. This con- 
cept is understood clearly when De Imitatione describes the function of 
the priest and the nature of the Eucharist. The priest is a distributor 
of the Church's treasures. 

When the priest celebrates mass, he honors God, helps the living, 


brings rest to_the departed and wins for himself a share of all 
good therein. 
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When the effects of the Eucharist are described, the ecclesiological 
dimension of the sacraments is not mentioned. The Eucharist is de- 
scribed as medicina 1% and as a medicamen and renediunll^ as something 
for the soul oniysll? The communicant's main concern is the attainment 
of the beatific vision and his own eternal bliss. Although he may pray 
for his neighbor, the devout person should separate himself from others 
during mass. | 
Let it be granted me to find you alone, O Christ, to open to you my 
whole heart, to enjoy you as my soul desires, to be disturbed by 
no one, to be moved and troubled by no creature, that you may speak 
to me and I to you alone as a lover speaks to his loved one and as 
a friend converses with friend. I pray for this, I desire this, 
that I may be completely united to you and may withdraw my heart 
from created things, learning to relish the celestials and eternal 
through holy communion and the frequent celebration of mass.li 
The Eucharist does not deepen one's incorporation in the Church. It 
does not strengthen bonds established with one's neighbor. The effects 
of the Eucharist are EY THE V t It has a salvatory and comforting 
function, with very little relation to the ecclesial or the cosmic. 

This individualistic approach is also clearly indicated in a treat- 
ment of the bridal theme. In St. Bernard the bride was considered pri- 
marily to be the Church and not the particular and individual soul. If 
the soul can consider itself a bride at all it is only within the Church, 
which is the true brides In the Imitation, the whole bridal mystique 
lies in the loving encounter of the individual soul with Christen” 

What becomes clear in reading these many texts is a lack of awareness 
of the ecclesial reality in the author of the Imitation. Love of neigh- 
bor is not clearly seen as related to the love of God. In fact, love of 
neighbor is treated with suspicion. Participation in the life of others 
is rejected in favor of the effort to save one's own soul. The goal of 
one's spiritual life becomes somewhat egocentric. It is not a joyous 
witness to God's love and will for all men, with its outgoing giving, 
moral consequences and implication of this. It is not a striving for an 
ideal that is the highest social as well as individual good. For while 
perfection in the De Imitatione is a universal kingdom of peace, it is 
peace and happiness of the self. 

The main preoccupation of De Imitatione Christi is the interior life 


of the individual. There is very little interest in the apostolate of a 


service of God and the world. The spirituality of Thomas a Kempis is 
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essentially monastic. It is in essence a personalization of devotion. 


E. The Later Disciples of Groote and the De Imitatione Christi 


Because of certain external and sociological circumstances affecting 
the structures of Christian life, the Devotio Moderna moved during the 
latter part of the fifteenth century in the direction of a more syste- 
matic and methodical approach to the spiritual life. A series of 
authors developed exact exercises to be followed as a sort of spiritual 
gymnastic that could assure productive meditation. The purpose of these 
exercises was to help the soul fold back upon itself, defend its own 
interiority and develop a personal religious and spiritual life. One 
thing that emerged from all the writings of the Devotio Moderna was the 
elaboration and gradual popularization of a systematic method of private 
meditative prayer which wielded a wide and profound influence. A "sci- 
ence of meditation" came into being with its own rules and principles, 
which, if regularly and systematically observed, was eminently calcu- 
lated to strengthen in each individual habits of self-control and per- 
severance in the struggle for virtue. Italy, Spain and Germany felt the 
impact of this northern spiritual influence which brought order and 
Staying power, as well as a new devotional warmth (Innerlichkeit), into 
Spirituality. 

Although most of the later authors of the Devotio Moderna wrote spe- 
cifically for monks, the self-control, attention to prayer, perseverance, 
virtue and sense of dedication that are necessary in the religious life 
apply in some degree to all Christians. This movement of ordered and 
meditative prayer was woven into the traditional doctrine of the three 
ways or stages of the spiritual life, the purgative, the illuminative 
and the unitive. And it was eventually the movement's wider task to 
reform the laity and clergy alike. 

Groote had already recommended meditation upon the life of Jesus in 
order to be able to imitate him.  Radewijns had written a small treatise 
of spiritual exercises (Tractatulus de spiritualibus exercitiis) wherein 
he outlined and stressed the importance of the three ways of the spir- 
itual life.  Zerbolt had written his De Spiritualibus ascensionibus 
which outlined different methods of maintaining one's ascent in the 
Spiritual life. John Wessel of Gansfort wrote his Scala meditatoria 


describing a complete method of prayer, in three stages, subdivided in 
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different acts: consideratio, attentio, explanatio, ruminatio, optio, 
confessio, gratiarum actio. 

These different methods and exercises were outlined by John Mombaer 
(1460-1501) in his book Rosetum exercitiorum spiritualium et sacrarum 
meditationum, an encyclopedia of the spirituality of the Devotio Mo- 
derna. 7° The aim of the Rosetum was to foster the inner life. Its 
purpose was to help in the principal functions of the devotional life-- 
the praying of the hours, communion and meditation--which could only be 
accomplished well by not allowing the mind to wander. To help avoid 
distraction Mombaer elaborated a system called the chiro psalterium. In 
praying the psalms one would stroke his thumb along the inside of his 
other finger while articulating a prayer or intention. Each articula- 
tion had a different meaning. On the four fingers of his left hand Mom- 
baer indicated as many as twenty-eight very brief pious reflections or 
prayer intentions. Once someone had learned these by heart and stroked 
along each finger in turn, the associated words or texts could arouse 
and maintain in him the desired pious thoughts and intentions. These 
were thoughts that very often recur in the psalms: thoughts on penance, 
praise of God, thanksgiving, and so forth. 


The popular "ladders," such as the scala communionis and the scala 
meditationis were also aids, in their case, in the reception of communion 
and in meditation. The scala communionis helped one receive communion 
with devotion. The scala meditativa was intended to help focus the mind 
on the subject of meditation. All of these methods were complicated and 
artificial and could easily lead to formalism. There is no doubt that 
for Mombaer, meditative inner prayer was of more value than spoken 
prayer. He considered meditation necessary for salvation. This insist- 
ence also colored his understanding of the sacrament of communion, in 
which he saw little advantage. He even considered it detrimental if not 
accompanied by inner meditation. Spiritual communion had all the advan- 
tages of sacramental communion, advantages described in very individual- 


istic and non-ecclesial terms. 


F. Evaluation of the Devotio Moderna 


It may be argued that the Devotio Moderna is not discontinuous with 
the medieval spirituality. It seems to be the confluence of some very 


important currents of medieval spirituality, acting as a canal through 
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which Augustinian, Bernardian and Franciscan spiritualities influenced 
the sixteenth century and those which followed. Since, however, its 
contemporaries gave it a distinct name, it would seem that they them- 
selves considered it to be distinctive. In the title Devotio Moderna, 
there is first of all the word devotio, whose meaning characterizes the 
nature of this movement. In the theological language of the fifteenth 
century this word essentially meant service of God and had not yet 
acquired a pejorative sense. This devotio is said to be modern because 
it appeared to be so at the time of its RppesrandeW d The modern devo- 
tionalists applied this name, PV pide to themselves because they 
claimed to possess their own distinctive quality in the domain of piety, 
devotion and spirituality. They did not, however, clearly state in what 
this distinctive modern quality consisted, although they constantly dis- 
cussed their spirituality, their ideals and the application thereof 
among themselves. The originality and modernity of the Devotio Moderna 
can be overstressed. But so can the opposite; the Devotio Moderna can 
be considered as having little that is distinctive or characteristic to 
itself. This, I think, would be a wrong approach. There is no doubt 
that the Devotio Moderna is a carrier of important themes of Western 
spirituality. Further, it cannot be treated as a monolithic movement. 
We already have mentioned that in the father of the Devotio Moderna, 
Groote, two contrary tendencies seemed to be present, that of withdrawal 
from the world and that of the apostolate. The spirituality of the De 
Imitatione Christi is essentially monastic, but missionaries were sent 
from Deventer and Windesheim to reform religious communities in Paris 
and in other parts of Europe. In evaluating the Devotio Moderna as a 
movement one must be conscious of different emphases present in the 
movement itself. 

In its general thrust the Devotio Moderna was a reaction to an ex- 
cess of speculation in the spiritual life. It was a return to the 
primacy of love, to a simple conformity with Christ, to the practice of 
the virtues of humility and detachment. The moral and ascetical values 
took a primary place as a concrete expression of one's love for God. 
There was a spiritual discipline made up of meditation, examination of 
conscience, corporal mortification. Contemplation lost its intellec- 
tual aspect and identified itself practically with the perfection of 


charity. The active and contemplative ways are put on the same footing. 


The Devotio Moderna 33 


The Devotio emphasizes asceticism over mysticism, methodological and 
practical questions over theoretical ones, the extirpation of vice rather 
than the ascent to ecstasy. Stress was placed upon piety and deportment. 
Piety was marked by a heartfelt, lyrical devotion to Jesus, an undeviat- 
ing endeavor to follow in his steps. 

One of the most persistent notes in this piety was inwardness. The 
ideal was the homo compunctus, internus et devotus. In its desire for 
inwardness the devotio commanded solitude and silence; in dealings with 
men it saw only danger and temptation; it claimed that the basis for 
perfection is self-knowledge. Spiritualistic stress on religious and 
almost stoical ethical standards led the Devotio Moderna to minimize the 
effectiveness of the sacraments as channels of grace and of the church 
as the instrument of salvation. Because of its insistence on direct 
communion and unity of the soul with God, it tended to become individu- 
alistic and divorce itself from common liturgical worship and the sacra- 
mental life of the Church. 

With the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the Church loses its pre- 
dominant role in the spirituality and piety. Although many themes re- 
main the same, the spirit is different. The Devotio Moderna reflects 
very clearly this transformation. There is a desire for direct com- 
munion and unity of the soul with God. At the same time, there is 
clearly a democratization of the spiritual life, an anticipation of 
Erasmus' Monochatus non est pietas. There is a growing individualism 
and at the same time a criticism of the many attempts to press religious 
life into an organized system of observance for a professional elite. 
Master Eckhardt spoke of a union of God that was open to all men, and in 
a special way for those who are free from the structures of organized 
religious life. With Groote we see the refusal to accept any authorized 
rule, to bind his followers with any vows. These refusals indicate the 
desire to discover for oneself a way of life suited to one's own reli- 
gious experience. In 1490 the rector of the brothers at Hildesheim was 
asked for his views on the question of legal sanctions against a member 
who deserted the brothers. He replied in a letter which shows the last- 


ing power of a type of freedom which Groote had secured for his follow- 


ers. 


We are not members of an order, but religious men trying to live in 
the world. If we get a papal order compelling those who leave us 
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either to return to us or to enter another order, we shall be sell- 
ing our liberty, that liberty which is the singular glory of the 
Christian religion, to buy chains and prison walls, in order to 
fall into line and conform to the religious orders. We too will 
then be subject to servitude, like slaves who can be corrected only 
by punishment. I myself indeed once thought we should accept the 
rule and make a profession, but Master Gabriel Biel corrected me 
saying that there were already enough members of religious orders. 
Our way of life springs and has always sprung from an inner kernel 
of devotion. Let us therefore not bring upon ourselves at once 
destruction of our good name, our peace, our quiet, our concord, 
and our charity. Our voluntary life as brothers is very different 
from the irrevocable necessity of those who live under the rule and 
statutes of a religious order. Their monasteries fall into decay 
through the presence of unstable and undisciplined members: think 
then how much more our life would be destroyed by the enforced 
presence of such people.123 


These words would not have been intelligible to St. Bernard or St. Bona- 
venture. They reflect a new atmosphere and a new search for interior 
and exterior religious freedom. 
The Devotio Moderna represented a deeply Eucharistic piety understood 
in individualistic terms, a self-consciousness of man's sinfulness, a 
pursuit in more modest forms of religious experience. Being more per- 
sonal and subjective, it tended to make people more self-reliant and 
independent in an ethical situation. The individual was also more inde- 
pendent of the clergy in their function as guides and rulers, weakening 
in fact the direct influence of the priests. It tended to restrict the 
Church to the community of those whose personal relationship to Christ 
found expression in a visible imitation of the life of chile Henan 
The movement contained elements understood to be dangerous to the 
Church, especially as it spread beyond the confines of the cloister and 
the houses of the brothers to literate laymen and women who found them- 
selves dissatisfied with the spiritual sustenance offered by the contem- 
porary clergy. The Devotio Moderna represented 
a disquietude at the heart of the Christian conscience in the pres- 
ence of too much ecclesiastical incarnationalism, a doctrine of 
grace which is, perhaps, too efficient and too precise, namely the 
habit of grace seen as a thing, an object, and as an alienable 
claim to glory to the extent that God becomes man's debtor.125 
It was a movement that seemed to be saying, "Give us less Church and 
more Christ." 
It is in this alienation from the Church and in its tendency toward 


individualism that the Devotio Moderna is modern and original. We saw 


The Devotio Moderna 35 


in Groote a greater importance given to the invisible Church. In the 
Eucharistic doctrine of the Imitatione Christi we see very little eccle- 
sial and cosmic dimension. This is truly in contrast to earlier ecclesi- 
ology and Eucharistic doctrine. St. Thomas taught that the ultimate 
effect, the res of the Eucharist, is the unity of the mystical body ud 
By and through the Eucharist, according to another medieval theologian, 
Rupert of Deutz, we are joined to the one body of the Church, "in unum 
corpus ecclesiae bondunctadi d The same author spoke about being con- 
secrated in the body of the Church through the Eucharistic communion 
The Eucharistic communion was always understood as being also a com- 
munion to and with the Church. It was always considered in relation to 
the communion of saints: "Solemnitas eucharistia, ad quam pertinet 


: 129 
Sanctorum communio." 


It was considered the mystical principle at the 
heart of Christian society which realizes this communion of the saints 
in the body of Christ. The Eucharist was thought truly to effect the 


Church; i3? In the words of Alger of Liege it unites members to one an- 


other and constitutes "universum Christi corpus. 


This understanding 
of the Eucharist, as a creative cause of the Church as body of Christ, 
presupposed an understanding of the Church as a corporate union of the 
whole Christian people into one body, the unum corpus of the Pauline 
epistles. 

The terminology is basically Pauline. St. Paul had laid particular 
stress upon the incorporation of all the faithful into a unity with 
Christ, and this idea was considerably developed in the patristic writ- 
ings, in which the sacraments were frequently held to symbolize the 
organic unity between the head of the Church and its manhere sues Accepted 
at first as the Eucharist itself, the term corpus Christi mysticum was 
not, however, applied directly to the Church before the twelfth cen- 


Tu By this application it was intended not only to show the uni- 


tury 
fied nature of the Church, but also its more important non-material 
existence, the idea of it as a body with an essence, a personality of 
its own. To describe the society of the mystical body of Christ was 
simply an alternative way of saying that it forms a single corporate 
entity, one being or person, "universitas est quoddam ET EUM 
The community of the faithful was thought to form one being in Christ; 
the corporate body of Christians to be the earthly counterpart of that 


celestial perfection in which Christ and the faithful are united as one. 
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In essence there was thought to be no real distinction between Christ 
and his Church, for the Church forms one body or person, and that person 
is Christ. He is, as St. Augustine has said, the una persona ecclesiae. 
The ecclesia is the unum corpus Christi. The emphasis here was on the 
relationship between the material and the spiritual world. According to 
St. Augustine, man as we know him is essentially a corporeal reproduc- 
tion of himself. He exists in a material body which on earth represents 
the soul by which he is animated and given shape. Similarly, according 
to a disciple of St. Augustine, the essence of the ecclesia is in Christ, 
while the earthly ecclesia, although clothed in the mundane form of a 
body politic, is only an image of the perfectly existing Church trium- 
phant. 135 The ecclesia exists on both planes, the material and the 
spiritual. "Ecclesia in praesente et ecclesia in futuro est eadem 
ecclesia, nl98 

For the medieval theologians, monastic and scholastic, the emphasis 
upon the corporate union of all Christians stressed the predominance of 
the body over the individual. Every individual part had to be totally 
subject to the whole into which it was absorbed and which alone really 
existed. True happiness lay really in service of the community; the 
individual obtained his full stature only through the society to which 
he aliens Man is indeed the image of God, but the civitas is a 
more perfect image of God than man. In fact, to the Augustinian, the 
whole was always prior to the parts, the entire ecclesia infinitely more 
important than any of its members and existed over and above them. The 
individual was significant insofar as he assisted toward the functioning 
of the whole. 12? 

In the Devotio Moderna we have seen an ever-increasing emphasis upon 
the individual, the personal, the private. We have seen a piety that 
comprises a most intense striving by and for the individual soul. 

This individualism was certainly influenced by nominalism. For Ock- 
ham the cardinal principle was the belief that everything that exists is 
a single thing. The reduction of all existence to individual existence 
is the essence of nominalism, and it was this emphasis on the individual 
in Ockham's thought which completely reversed the traditional hiero- 
cratic view of the relationship existing between the whole and its parts, 
between the community and its members. The ecclesia was no longer for 


Ockham a body whose essence is universal and on a superior plane of 
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reality; it was basically nothing more than a collection of actually 
existing people, !?? The populus was only the sum of its individual per- 
sons. It was the individual or part which was of primary importance and 
upon which the emphasis fell. This highly individualistic doctrine 
meant that each person had a value of his own and not merely because he 
was part of a whole. He was not simply an instrument of the community, 
but an end in himself. It was the individual members who were all- 
important. The ecclesia, the congregatio fidelium, was regarded as a 
purely spiritual entity. It was only from the point of view of faith 
that all Christians could be regarded as living in one community and in 
need of the unity given by one head. The universal Christian society 
became no more than a mere unity of faith. In the same way, for Mar- 
silius of Padua, the ecclesia was a purely spiritual, sacramental com- 
munity in which believers were connected only by their common faith and 
participation in the Ene sy The unity of the ecclesia followed 
from the oneness of its faith, but this was a mystical, unsubstantial 
unity with little material consequence. 

In this type of ecclesiology, where the emphasis was on the predom- 
inance of individuals, the sacraments came to be considered means of 
individual salvation and stimulants of individual devotion. The rela- 
tion between Church and sacrament was hard to discern. The ultimate 
purpose of the sacrament was the spiritual edification of the individual 
recipient. But the effective and causal dimension of the sacrament in 
relation to the recipient is not emphasized here. What brings about 
sanctification is the stimulation of devout feelings in the recipient. 
The organic relation in which both the individual and the sacrament 
stand to Christ's mystical Body, the Church, is de-emphasized. 

The Devotio Moderna, as a reaction against the exteriority of reli- 
gious practices, tended to bring everything to God alone. It was truly 
a reassertion of the sovereignty of God. This reassertion was an effort 
to disincarnate a Church which had become too comfortable with the world 
and to restore its transcendence. A non-sacramental understanding of 
the world tells us nothing about God for it is no longer a finite copy 
of His infinite essence but only the implementation of His arbitrary 
will. Man does not find God in creation, in the visible and the exte- 
rior. This attitude is certainly nominalistic in inspiration. Ockham 


had maintained that absolutely nothing could be proven about God in the 
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light of natural reason. The existence of God is an object of faith, 
not of demonstration. Empirically given things have to be considered in 
isolation; one has no right to place them against hypothetically given 
things whose existence cannot be verified. There is no necessary intel- 
ligibility in anything and therefore there is no divinely ordained natu- 
ral orders 

In the Devotio Moderna the world estranged man from God. Man escaped 
from this estrangement by stressing the invisible, the internal, the in- 
ward. This was a view of deep cleavage between the realm of the spirit 
and the realm of the flesh. The body was truly a prison of the soul, and 
the earthly life a transitory stage in the journey toward eternal life. 
A doctrine of ceaseless effort and combat against self came to be situ- 
ated in this context. One had to do violence to oneself. The theme 
Miles Christi and spiritual combat was predominant. The kingdom of 
heaven would be given to the violentwi s The doctrine of ceaseless 
effort and combat against the self was complemented by the doctrine that 
it is really God who does all, beyond the effect of any individual 
effort, and that in the ultimate analysis his glory is all that matters, 
Ad majorem Dei gloriam.  Devotion in the Devotio Moderna was that basic 
attitude of one who seeks truly the glory of God; true devotion consists 
in "offering yourself with all your heart to the divine will, not seek- 
ing what is yours either in small matters or great ones, either in tem- 
poral or eternal things atini 

History has shown that the Devotio Moderna was a transitional spir- 
ituality. It was absorbed and transformed by other currents. Its own 
ambivalence between the monastic life and the lay vocation was never re- 
solved and led to future difficulties. At the same time, its lack of 
concern for the intellectual life, understood in the context of scholas- 
ticism, led to a widening of the existing gap between spirituality and 
theology and to future reactions. 

Its individualism, which was its most modern characteristic, brought 
out sharply the necessity of redefining the individual's relationship to 
the Church. At the same time, the fundamental role attributed to Scrip- 
ture as an unequalled source of nourishment for the spiritual life 
brought into focus the problem of the authority of the Church in the 
realm of spiritual life, and the importance of its dogmas in the direc- 


ting of one's spiritual life. 
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The predominance given to the interior and inward life and the need 
of an "experiential" knowledge of God in opposition to the sterile and 
cold intellectualism of the scholastics demonstrated the need to develop 
an epistemology directly related to the spiritual life. These are the 
different issues that the Renaissance in France and elsewhere would face 


and attempt to resolve. 
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Christ's is the way to be followed, a way that leads to obedience and 
love of neighbor. 
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71. "If you wish to grow in grace, remember always that you are an 

exLecrandyol Grameon this earth." ut, L/. Cf. also I, 23. 

72. I need Your grace in fullest measure, to subdue that nature 
which always inclines to evil from my youth up. For it fell through 
Adam the first of men, and was tainted by sin, the penalty of that 
fault descending upon all mankind. Thus the nature which You cre- 
ated good and upright has now become the very symbol of corruption 
and weakness, for when left to itself, it leans always towards evil 
and base things. The little strength that remains is only like a 
small spark, buried beneath ashes. Yet this same natural reason, 
though hidden in profound darkness, still retains the power to know 
good and evil, and to discern truth and falsehood. But it is power 
less to do what it knows to be good, neither does it enjoy the full 
light of truth, nor its former healthy affections. 
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75. There can be no holiness, Lord, if You withdraw Yourself. No 
wisdom can avail, if You cease to guide. No courage can uphold, if 
You cease to defend. No purity is secure, if You are not guard. 

No watchfulness of our own can save us, unless Your holy care pro- 
tects us; for if You abandon us, we sink and perish. But if You 
visit us, we are raised up and live once more. RIT ye La. 

76. Lord, how urgently I need Your grace if I am to undertake, carry 
out and perfect any good work! Without it, I can achieve nothing; 
but in You and by the power of Your grace, all things are possible. 
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83. Basic to the Gospel itself, and at the very core of Augustinian 
spirituality, humility became the very foundation of monastic spiritual- 
ity and the object of a systematic approach. This following passage in 
the rule of Benedict is indicative of the systematic approach to humil- 
ity: "Wherefore brethren if we wish to attain the topmost height of 
humility and to come quickly to that heavenly excellence which in this 
present life we reach by humility, we must raise up, and by our acts we 
must ascend, that ladder which appeared to Jacob in his dream whereon he 
saw angels ascending and descending. This ascending and descending 
doubtless signify nothing else than an ascent by humility and a descent 
by pride. The ladder itself is our life on earth raised up by God 
towards. heaven for the humble of heart. The sides of the ladder we call 
our life on earth raised up by God towards heaven for the humble of 
heart. The sides of the ladder we call our body and soul and into these 
sides God has inserted steps of humility and discipline for our ascent." 
(Regula S. Benedicti, Cap. 5) 

With St. Anselm we have again a great importance given to humility. 
He recorded entirely the twelve stages described in the rules of St. 
Benedict, turned the ladder into a mountain, the twelve rungs into 
seven steps, and gave them a more internal character.  (Similitudines, 
Cap. c-cix; PL. 182, 941) One of St. Bernard's first literary works was 
a treatise on St. Bernard's twelve steps of humility. (De Gradibus 
Humilitatis; PL. 182, 941-972) Here Bernard traces an ascent from self- 
knowledge and self-control through neighborly compassion to perfect con- 
templation of the truth. According to St. Bernard, the man who desires 
to approach God must first of all practice the virtue of humility. And 
what is humility, if not the sincere knowledge of oneself, of one's own 
misery and at the same time also of one's noble calling and vocation? 
This self-knowledge which leads to humility and is at the very founda- 
tion of one's own serious spiritual life, constitutes also for St. 
Bernard the very first moment of the knowledge of God.  Humility here 
again is for St. Bernard the only real way. "Haec est via et non est 
alia praeter ipsam." (In Ascensione Domini, Sermo 2, M.6; PL. 183, 304) 
With St. Francis of Assisi, humility accompanied by poverty becomes the 
characteristic virtue of the Franciscans. 

With St. Thomas Aquinas we find a new approach to theology of humil- 
ity, an approach influenced by the rediscovery of Aristotelian philoso- 
phy. Humility becomes moderation and submission to God. (S.T. IIa 
IIae, Q. 161, a.2, a.3) St. Bonaventure reacted violently to any Aris- 
totelian approach to Christian humility. The unique foundation of 
Christian humility is our belief in Christ. Man being doubly nothing, 
both in the order of nature and in the order of grace, there is a dual 
humility, humility of knowledge (humilitas veritatis) which takes its 
origin through its knowledge of one's nothingness as a created being, 
and a humility of austerity (humilitas severitatis) which is the result 
of consciousness of sin. (De Perfectione Evangelica. Quaestio de 
Humilitate. Ad. 1, Opera. t.5., Quaracchi [1891] 123) 
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97. The first thing that strikes us in reading the works of the 
medieval monks is their familiarity with the Bible. St. Bernard, William 
of St. Thierry, Richard of St. Victor and others lived in a scriptural 
atmosphere; their thinking was molded by Scripture. Cf. J. Leclercq, 
The Love of Learning and the Desire for God, pp. 87-109. 

SOTET 31: 

99. The more closely a man is united to You in pure simplicity the 
more varied and profound the matters which he understands without 
effort, for he receives light and understanding from heaven. I, 3. 

TOOTNNEDUI, 485 

101. But many people, although they often hear the Gospel, feel lit- 
tle desire to follow it, because they lack the spirit of Christ. 
Whoever desires to understand and take delight in the words of 
Christ must strive to conform his whole life to Him. I, 1. 

102. Give what You will, as much as You will, and when You will. Do 
with me as You think good, as pleases You best, and is most to Your 
glory. I am in Your hand; Guide me according to Your will. I am 
indeed Your servant, and am ready for anything. I wish to live, 
not for myself but for You alone; how I wish I could serve You per- 
fectlyfand'"worthily. "III," 15, 
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108. P. Dabin, Le Sacerdoce Royal des Fidèles (Paris, 1900). 

109. The word ecclesia is found four times in the De Imitatione. 

110. M. Wilks, The Problem of Sovereignty in the Later Middle Ages 
(Cambridge, 1963). 

111. In earlier monastic spirituality, the Church as a community of 
salvation is the model and setting of the monastic community. Cf. J. 
Chatillon, "Une écclesiologie médiévale: l'idée de l'Eglise dans la 
théologie de Saint Victor au XII® siècle," Irenikon 22 (1949) 115-138, 
395-411. All individuals, monks or lay, must achieve this destiny 
within the Church. 
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117. In contrast to this: cf. Eucharistic doctrine of Thomas 
Aquinas: in 4 Sent. d. 12, 13; S.T. IIIa qu. 73, a.1,a.3; q. 83, ad, 
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The whole Bridal theme as developed by St. Bernard is basically about 
the relationship that exists between the Church and Christ before it 
exists between the soul and its spouse. Bernard's faith in the mys- 
teries of Christ is a faith based on the presentation of these mysteries 
by the Church in her liturgy. Christ communicates himself to man only 
through men. "These are Peter and Paul, two great luminaries, which God 
constituted in himself and in the body of the Church. These are trans- 
mitted to us in masters and in mediators, and through these it becomes 
possible for me to ascend to the Mediator." (In Fest. SS. Pet. et Paul; 
PL 183, 405) His fidelity to the fathers of the Church seems to be in- 
spired by the same conviction. (De Baptismo, Praefat. et Cap. 2. M.8) 
Because of this faith in the visible mediation of Christ, Bernard always 
insists in founding his piety and doctrine on the teaching of the visible 
Church (East. 174, M.2), and in particular on the Church of Rome. The 
ecclesial dimension of Bernard's spirituality comes to the fore when he 
describes the relationship of the soul to Christ. There is no question 
here of direct relationship or any kind of individualism. The unity 
between the Spouse and the Bride is accomplished within the corporate 
group. The ecclesial dimension of our union with Christ is expressed in 
his sermons on the Canticle of Canticles 77, 78, 79. The Church is pre- 
destined by the Father to answer his need of communicating himself; it is 
created and constituted by the Son and animated and inspired by the Holy 
Spirit.  (Incant. Cant., Serm. 85, M.13) In everything which he does on 
the supernatural level, the Christian acts as a member of the Church. 
Christ loves us individually but not separately: he loves us in his 
Church. Our personal destiny can work itself out only in the common sal- 
vation of the Church. It is in His Church that God looks upon us and 
loves us, in her that He desires us and we encounter Him and in her that 
we cleave to Him and are made blessed. 

The role of the Church is the background, the very fabric of thought 
and feeling of every spiritual theme elaborated by St. Bernard and his 
immediate followers. Personal experience and direct relation between the 
human soul and Christ are sought within the framework of the Church, and 
in and through the sacramental life. 
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Chapter II 
THE DEVOTIO MODERNA AND THE SPIRITUALITIES OF THE 16TH CENTURY: 
THE CONTEXT OF JOHN CALVIN'S SPIRITUALITY 


A. Introduction 


My interest in this chapter will be to describe the spirituality of 
the 16th century French humanism in order to establish the immediate 
context of John Calvin's thought. 

France, in the short space of one century, experienced all the forms 
of humanism which in Italy had evolved over a period of three centuries 
French humanism represented a fusion of classical humanism with evangeli- 
cal piety. Out of this combination evolved a positive program for re- 
ligious reform and for the reorientation of theological study. Chris- 
tian humanism was in large part an inheritance from the mystical lay 
piety and zeal for reform of the Church which had been endemic in the 
northern countries for two centuries.” French humanism was a movement 
which possessed, aside from the uneasy coexistence within it of medieval 
and modern characteristics, certain distinctive traits and a high degree 
of cultural vitality. The more we learn about the sixteenth century in 
France, the more clearly we see how complex and variegated a time it 
was. Generalizations about this period are nearly impossible. The 
humanists in France, as in Germany and England, were subject to many 
currents of thought coming from all directions, both in time and place. 
Sensitivity to the major influences is an absolute prerequisite in estab- 
lishing the characteristics of the spirituality of sixteenth century 
France. 

It is quite clear that from the first the Devotio Moderna imparted to 
French humanism a distinctive character which clearly differentiated it 
from Italian humanism. 

In France the most popular of the spiritual writings of the Devotio 
Moderna was the De Imitatione Christi. The first printed French copies 
appeared at Toulouse in 1488.4 Other writings of the Devotio Moderna 
were also read in France. Zerbolt's De Spiritualibus Ascensionibus was 
widely read.” Mombaer's Rosetum Exercitiorum was printed twice, in 1493 
and again in 1510.° 


Books were not the Devotio Moderna's only outlet in France. Among 
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the advocates of this spirituality some actually lived in Paris in the 
early sixteenth century. John Standonck, for example, was instrumental 
in promoting a program of ecclesiastical reform in Paris, based on the 
principles of the Devotio Moderna. In 1483 he became the principal of 
the Collège de Montaigu and through him the principles and literature of 
the Devotio Moderna were made available to a large number of students. 
The library in the dormitory founded by Standonck at Montaigu contained 
chiefly the mystical productions of the Devotio Moderna. 

La bibliothéque mystique formée par Standonck en 1499 contenait 

sans contredit les oeuvres de l'école de Windesheim." 
Marcel Godet describes the Collége de Montaigu as little more than a 
reproduction of a house of the Brothers of the Common Life, a "succur- 
sale." 

To speak of a decisive influence of the Devotio Moderna upon the 
French humanism of the sixteenth century is somewhat difficult. Many 
different ideas converged to shape French humanism. The Devotio Moderna 
has been described as a transitional spirituality. To a large extent 
it was absorbed by other currents and movements. Contributing in vary- 
ing degrees to the spirituality of the French humanism were the spir- 
itual thought of Gerson, Petrarch and Erasmus. Erasmus exercised an 


important influence on the early French humanists. 


B. The Spirituality of Jean Gerson (1363-1429) 


Gerson was truly a middleman, a channel for the different currents of 
French sixteenth century thought." He functioned not only as a point of 
departure but also as a point of arrival.!? He influenced the whole his- 
tory of the following century. He was a major figure standing in the 
crossfire of a very difficult period in the Church. His writings were 
used by Luther and Melanchthon and he was mentioned ten times in the 
Lutheran confessions. And Gerson was one of the main sources of French 
humanism as "ellc 

What seems to have been the motif of Gerson's career and life was his 
understanding of the need for reform, and this quest made up the essen- 
tial part of his life... This reform, according to Gerson, had to be in 


the real of the spiritual life. He consistently sought to return the 


clergy to holiness and to reconcile theology and piety, which were as 
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intimately linked for Gerson as they were for the humanists: > He saw 
spirituality and contemplation of God as the very first condition for 
any reform. The means for spiritual advancement were prayer, self-study 
and humility. 

Distrust of pride and the importance of humility were at the very 
root of Gerson's insistence on the possibility of contemplation and mys- 
tical experience for all men. He did not consider mystical theology the 
special field of a few learned men; rather, he thought that it was 
acquired through intensive exercise of moral virtues which prepare the 
soul for purification, illumination and Defense In order to pre- 
sent the layman with a simple means of attaining a closer union with 
God, Gerson wrote The Mountain of Contemplation. He began by affirming 
that simple people could, if they had faith, rise to union with God. In 
this book Gerson distinguished two tendencies in the mystical life, the 
speculative and affective. He pointed out that, although knowledge is 
necessary to the ascent, humility above all must be the basis of any 
contemplation. Contemplation is the outreach of the soul to a union 
with God through the desire of love, which resides not in the intellec- 
tual but in the affective power of the soul; its object is not the verum 


but the Ponumese 


If you wish to know the secret of love, from the theology of the 
intellect to the theology of the affective power, from knowledge to 
wisdom, from cognition to devotion.16 
Gerson considered the ultimate in religious experience something 
which takes place in the emotions rather than in the intellect. This 
experience is not contingent upon intellectual attainment; consequently 
it is equally available to all. The highest religious experience attaim 
able by man occurs when the highest thought of the cognitive power of 
man passes into the affective domain, at which point the extent of the- 
ological knowledge is irrelevant to man's religious experience. The 
resultant act of love is called the supermentalis excessus. In terms of 
human psychology it is possible for the affective power to move beyond 
the cognitive to a higher experience of Goa, 4 Centered in the affec- 
tive powers, Gerson's mystical theology was as available to unlettered 
folk as to trained theologians. 
For Gerson, contemplation was not a necessary and integral part of 


everyone's religious experience, even though everyone was encouraged to 
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seek it. The via propria of faith, hope and love remained the necessary 
religion, beyond which one could strive to go. Mystical experience was 
still a special gift of the Holy Spirit. But Gerson did not limit this 
gift to people in certain vocations. 

Gerson considered the Holy Spirit the source of spiritual experience 
on any level. Contemplation for example must be approached through re- 
pentance, but this is also instilled by the Holy Spirit. 

While the Holy Spirit fills man, the resident of the world, he 
raises him up, not of necessity as has been said, but by his spon- 
taneous will, so that he rises to the pinnacle of contemplative 
perfection. 

And so not in this but in the aforesaid ways a certain transforma- 
tion occurs in the soul through the Holy Spirit: from the glory of 
faith into the glory of knowledge; from the glory of reason to the 
glory of understanding; from the glory of the intellect to the 
glory of the experiential awareness and the affective power. There 
upon follows swooning or falling or ecstasy. 

The fabric of Gerson's spirituality--and also an element of his re- 
form--consisted in his continual endeavor to bridge the gap between the- 
ology and piety. In many of his writings he advocated a radical change 
in theological direction. The concluding statements of his lecture Con- 
tra Curiositatem Studentium, which deals with the abuses and vanities of 
speculative theology, indicate the type of atmosphere in which theology 
should be studied. 

The clear and savory understanding of those things which are be- 

lieved in the gospel is called mystical theology, and it is to be 
acquired more through penitence than through human investigation 

alone. In this regard the question will be treated whether it is 
through penitential affection more than through intellectual in- 

vestigation that God is known in this life.l 

The kind of theology advocated by Gerson can be characterized as a 
theology of love active in works. Mystical theology has consistent 
allegiance to the Aristotelian principle that only by working well does 
one become good --and the basis of this theology is again humility. The 
prime requisite of all learning is the virtue of humility. It is pride 
in fact that produced the lamentable state in which theology found it- 
self. For the theologian one thing is necessary: a humble recognition 
of the inscrutability of the divine. By himself man cannot attain to a 


knowledge of God. It is necessary that God reveal himself, and he does 


so in a variety of ways. 
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And because the divine precepts, insofar as they relate to God as 
he is blessed, cannot be known to the rational creature by the 
natural light alone, revelation will need to be added in whatever 
way it may occur, whether through angel or man or by inner illumina- 
tion, as the Apostle says regarding philosophers to whom he says 
that the hidden things of God have been revealed. Thus the theo- 
logians think that God is not absent from anyone, wherever he may 
be, who does the best he can, namely by using well the gifts he now 
has, and that God in fact divinely illuminates him regarding the 
truths necessary for salvation, as Peter says in Acts. 
This is why for Gerson the scriptures were the very foundations of the- 
ology. He himself exemplified this.  Poenitemini et credite evangelia 
(Mark 1:15) proclaimed Gerson in his attempt to introduce the gospel and 
piety in the faculty of theology in Paris, in place of curiositas and 
useless discussion. 
Steve Ozment summarized in Gerson's own words his understanding of 


Theologia Mystica: 
...mystical theology is (1) an extension of the soul (extensio animi) 
to God through the desire of love (per amores desiderium), or (2) a 
transcendental movement (motio anagogica) to God through fervent 
and pure love (per amorem fervidum et purum), or it can be described 
as (3) experiential knowledge of God (cognitio experimentalis habita 
de Deo) acquired through the embrace of unitive love (per amoris 
unitivi complexum), and finally it is characterized as (4) wisdom, 
a savory knowledge (sapida notitia) of God achieved when the high- 
est affective power, the synderesis, is joined and united to him 
through love (per amorem coniungitur et unitur).?? 

Gerson's mystica theologia was in effect an effort to avoid the ex- 
tremes of intellection or affection. The theologia mystica was an inte- 
gration of devotio and scientia. (Gerson was convinced that the only 
devotio worthy of the Christian was that which was secundum scientiam 
and the only scientia worthy of the Christian was that which was secun- 

23 ; ze E AC ANC 
dum devotionem.) His criticism of scholasticism was not a criticism 
of the intellective powers per se but of attempts to obtain knowledge of 
God without the affective powers. His whole treatment of this issue was 
cast within the structures of the question: whether the knowledge of 
God can be better acquired through penitent affective power than through 
the intellect. Gerson answered the question in favor of the penitent 
affect. For Gerson the most common error of scholastic theology was 
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that it theologized with the mouth and not with the heart. He held 
that theology could not be abused when it was truly a theology of the 


faste 
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The mystical knowledge of God is not only equal to the speculative 
knowledge, but superior to it. As love excels knowledge, will the in- 
tellect, and the virtue of love the virtue of faith, so the knowledge of 
God attained in mystical theology through penitential affection is more 
desirable and perfect than the knowledge which is attained through in- 
tellectual investigation and the contemplation of symbolic and specula- 
tive theology. In his mystical theology Gerson attempted to relate to 
God in a subjective and personalistic fashion, through an affective rela- 
tionship. In this relationship, Gerson in no way wanted to break loose 
from the moorings of scriptural revelation or of churchly tradition. He 
did not admit that the mystic was freed from his obligation to ecclesi- 
astical and divine law. A creature, however high a level of perfection 
he attains, remains unable to escape the subtle limits of the estab- 
lished orđer. His understanding of God can never break through the 
boundaries of revelation. The Christian is always intellectually and 
ethically dependent upon the teachings of the eh The affections 
of the heart have to be regulated by the law of Christ and this law is 
sufficiently revealed in the Decalogue and authoritatively unfolded by 
the apostles and Holy Doctors." In Gerson there was no opposition 
between spirit and law. The doctrine of the Church was a final stand- 
ard; this doctrine had priority not only over individual doctrine, but 
also over holy scripture, since it was the Church that separated the 
canonical from the non-canonical sees It is important to note that 
the priority of the Church over holy scripture was not only the practi- 
cal priority of Augustine's commovere but also a theoretical priority of 
approbare, and it is the Holy Spirit who provided the Church with the 
proper interpretation of holy scripture. 

Gerson accepted with favor most of the tenets of the Devotio E 
He had the same appreciation for a more interior spiritual life; he had 
the same distrust of a too speculative and arid theology. But at the 
same time this distrust of existing theology did not lead him to a ster- 
ile contempt for the intellectual life; his whole spirituality attempted 
to bridge the gap between theology and spirituality. His efforts did 


not go unnoticed by the French Humanists. 
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C. The Spirituality of Francesco Petrarch (1304-1374) and its Influence 


in France 


In Italy, at an earlier date, an important contribution toward a more 
interior and personal spirituality had been made by Francesco Pe 
This spirituality penetrated into France through Guillaume Fichet (1433- 
1480) and his disciples.  Petrarch's spirituality expressed itself in 
terms of pietas; his humanism was synonymous to docta pietas. It was 
first of all the protestation of a Christian believer against the per- 
version of Christ's message by the pagan philosophy of TN vo A 
kind of Socratic movement, Petrarch's humanism represented a return to a 
morality in psychology, a return from the objective to the AE EE un 

In conformity with the fundamental Augustinian methods, Petrarch 
issued a call for introspection. He considered the knowledge man has of 
himself and his destiny the only really valuable knosledge. This self- 
knowledge leads to questions about God and his search for God as in St. 
Augüstine, ^ Piety is therefore a predominant virtue.  Petrarch's ideal 
was docta pietas, a knowledge that respects the mystery in itself. This 
is why Petrarch could affirm again with St. Augustine that pietas est 
saplentiee A He was convinced of the superiority of love over knowledge 
and will over intellect. 

For Petrarch the epistemological problem concerning the knowledge of 
God was resolved in the act of faith, in the infinity of divine benevo- 
lence. If one believed that one had been saved or could be saved 
through divine mercy and power then the epistemological problem became 
insignificant. For Petrarch faith in the truth of divine revelation 
followed from faith in divine mercy. 

God is omnipotent and all-benevolent, nothing can be imagined so 
magnificent that he cannot do it, so beneficent that he does not 
wish it. Whatever faith constructs on this foundation will stand 
solid and unshaken by all the undermining and battering rams of the 
enemy, and whatever he has brought up, its impetus and force will 


be blunted by ready and easy obetacieny Once these things are re- 
ceived in faith everything is plain... 


Man's knowledge necessarily came from faith given to him by grace. 


Who will explain, I do not say by human words, but who will con- 
ceive in the human mind either the magnitude of his grace or the 
height of his wisdom towards the sons of man? Certainly divine aid 
is needed for measuring the divine gift, and to know the grace of 
God is by the grace of Goa. 37 
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Man's natural knowledge of himself led only to a knowledge of his misery, 
and without faith, to despair. Knowledge of self without knowledge of 


faith or God could only lead to despair. 

According to Petrarch, man's self-knowledge and faith was made pos- 
sible by the Incarnation. Here the gap between man and faith was 
bridged. Through the Incarnation man was lifted above his condition of 


misery. 


-..by an unchanging law of divine wisdom from eternity humanity was 
to be raised up, divinity bent down. And both equally having hap- 
pened, there occurred a solitary and celebrated union without which 
humanity would have lain sick and torpid forever. Neither one 
could be done without the other; or rather it could be done through 
none other than through him, who bowed down his heavens and de- 
scended, who looked upon earth and made it tremble. And so through 
him it was done and not through another. Oh, indescribable sacra- 
ment! Where could humanity be lifted higher than that man con- 
sisting in irrational soul and human flesh, mortal man subject to 
accidents, dangers, our necessities, and, as I briefly shall say 
it, true and perfect man, man ineffably adopted by the Word, the 
Son of God, consubstantial with the Father and co-eternal to God 
and to the unity of person, should join together two natures in 
himself by a marvelous aggregation of wholly unequal things? Where 
I ask can man ascend higher than that man should be God?38 


This affirmation of the Incarnation was directly related to Petrarch's 
concern with the verification of faith and knowledge in faith. Faith 
demanded the acceptance of the authority of the written word and the 
testimony of history without subjecting either to logical or rational 
criticism. 


For if we only believe what we see, then each one will see neither 
immortal God, invisible, nor anything spiritual, nor his own soul, 
and finally nothing eternal at all, since, as it is written, "the 
things which are not seen are eternal" for if anyone in order that 
he might believe should ask that miracles that have once happened 
be done again, he would again with like temerity that the entire 
events of the Gospel be repeated. Thus it would suffice nothing 
that Christ one time acted for our salvation, nor twice even, or 
four times, since also what we would have seen, by hereditary right 
of madness, posterity would seek again in different ages, than 
which nothing more insolent or unfaithful can be imagined; cer- 
tainly there ought to be some difference between knowledge and 
faith; certainly, moreover, while faith comes from listening, 
through a lust of this kind is reduced to sight and touch so that 
it cannot any longer be called faith, but experience. Brothers, to 
demand or even to think this does not befit a faithful and devout 
soul. Suffice it to us to have seen what we believe thygugh the 
eyes of the saints and apostles; we believe, they know. 
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Petrarch pinpointed the necessity for a trust in the authenticity of 
the whole historical experience of Christians. 
Sufficient to us should also be the wounds of the martyrs and the 
holy blood flowing from them whence our faith has been inscribed in 
pious minds, and unless they have accepted its adequate promise 
never should they hasten more boldly and more gaily to punishment 
and perdition. From all this, brothers, the pious ought to be con- 
vinced that these are windy and frivolous disputations by which, 
not the truth of Christ, but the favor of the crowd is sought, and 
all either vain investigations of things beyond the possibility of 
examination, or lust, especially for miracles, is the sign of ob- 
stinacy and curiosity, not of faith.40 

Faith and belief are inesparable from Christian action. And for Petrarch 

this faith, made up of psychological reassurance and trust in the his- 

torical record, constituted the nature of wisdom itself. 
Wisdom understood in this manner can be identified with pietas. The 
way to share this God-given wisdom is not through dialectics but rhet- 
oric; the understanding of it leads not to a theologia dialectica but to 
a theologia rhetorica or poetica. 
Petrarch asserted the claim of the great Roman authors Cicero, Seneca 
and Horace: 
They stamp and drive deep into the heart the sharpest and most 
ardent stings of speech, by which the lazy are startled, the ailing 
are kindled, and the sleepy aroused, the sick healed and the pros- 
trate raised, and those who stick to the ground lifted up to the 
highest thoughts and to honest desire. Then earthly things become 
vile; the aspect of vice stirs up an enormous hatred of vicious 
life; virtue in the shape, and as it were, the face of honesty, are 
beheld by the inmost eye "and inspired miraculous love" of wisdom 
and of themselves, as Plato says. 

Wisdom and eloquence are necessarily related. 

Petrarch and Gerson were to some extent concerned with the same prob- 
lem: to bridge the gap between the spiritual and the intellectual life. 
They chose different paths: Gerson write about the theologia mystica, 
about an experimental knowledge of God; Petrarch developed the concept 
of docta pietas, a wisdom that bridged both the spiritual and the intel- 
lectual needs of man. Both men influenced the French Renaissance. From 
Gerson the French Humanists inherited a greater preoccupation with and 
concern for the more contemplative aspect of the spiritual life. Petrarch 


bequeathed some important epistemological elements concerning the theo- 


logical process and the knowledge of God. His docta pietas expressed, 
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to a great degree, the spirituality of French Humanism. 


D. Erasmus and the Spirituality of the French Renaissance 


Erasmus had the most important influence on the spirituality of the 
: 42 AC j 
French Renaissance. A majority of the French Humanists born around 
1490 were Erasmians, men like Lefèvre d'Etaples, Guillaume Budé and 
Others. Erasmus found France congenial to his temperament and interests, 
and his Enchiridion Militis Christiani (1503) was conceived on French 
soil and enjoyed great popularity in Paris. 
"usb d i : : 

In the Enchiridion d Erasmus offered a comprehensive guide to Chris- 
tian piety (ars pietatis) which at the same time was intended to be a 
new method in theology. The Enchiridion advocated in a short and pre- 
cise form a "method of living which might help you achieve a character 

j 44 
acceptable to Christ." 

Erasmus' program, as elaborated in the Enchiridion, was a new fom of 
Christian theology which emphasized education rather than dogma. To the 
theology of the medieval Summae and Sententiae, he opposed the simple 
evangelical doctrine of Christ accessible to everyone and not only to 
abstract minds trained in the methods of scholastic logic. In 1518, in 
a new edition of his Enchiridion, Erasmus wrote by way of preface a let- 
ter to his friend Paul Voz, where again he expressed his main concern: 
to prođuce a simple Christian way of life. 

It would in my opinion be very practical to choose and bring to- 
gether some learned and devout men for the following task: to ex- 
tract from the most pure sources of the Gospels, the apostolic 
writings and their best commentators a kind of résumé of the whole 
“philosophy of Christ," a résumé in which simplicity would not de- 
tract from erudition, nor brevity from precision. All that is of 
faith should be condensed in very few articles, and the same should 
be done for all that concerns the Christian way of life. Those who 
would receive such instruction would then understand that the yoke 
of Christ is not heavy, but sweet and acceptable; they would under- 
stand that they had found fathers, not tyrants; shepherds, not rob- 
bers; that they were called unto salvation, not dragged into slav- 
ery. 

The Enchiridion was written for laymen and expressed in many differ- 
ent ways a lay spirituality. What characterized the spirituality of 
this guide was a persistent emphasis on the inner life of the spirit in 
contrast to all external observances and ceremonies. This doctrine was 


based on a very elevated doctrine of reason and soul. For Erasmus 
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reason and spirit were the same. "What the philosophers call reason, 
Paul sometimes refers to as spirit, sometimes as the inner man, some- 
; À 46 UNIS s ; Re 
times as the law of the mind." The spirit is of divine origin and 
r : 47 
"makes us Godlike; the flesh brutish." The soul or reason has the 
"capacity for the divine which enables us to surpass even the nature of 
the angels and be made one with God. If you had not been given a body, 
4 
you would be part of the Godhead." : 
This doctrine of the soul, at the very core of Erasmus' spirituality, 
was expressed in terms of a docta pietas. Erasmus found the essence of 
Christian religion in the attitude of the individual toward his Creator: 
the concept of pietas. Expressions like consulere pietate appear with 
such frequency in the writings of Erasmus that the central influence of 
pietas must be emphasized. Piety meant reverence, devotion, commitment. 
Genuine piety could not remain an attitude of mind alone, but had to re- 
veal itself in works of charity. This pietas was opposed to devotio 
understood in a pejorative sense as external practice and found its per- 
fection in the interior, the invisible. 
Consider perfect piety to be constituted in this one thing only, 
that thou attemptest always to progress from things visible which 
are for the most part imperfect or indifferent toward things invis- 
ible according to the vision of man already discussed. This pre- 
cept, indeed, pertains to the matter, since through a neglect or 
ignorance of it, most Christians are superstitious rather than 
pious and, except for the name of Christian, are not far removed 
from the superstitions of the gentile.4 

Not that Erasmus condemned all formal observances, but he thought that 

they were secondary and could easily degenerate into superstition. 
These things are not to be omitted, but other things it is neces- 
sary to do. Corporeal works are not to be condemned, but God is 
not pleased save by invisible piety. God is a spirit and is moved 
by spiritual sacrifices. 

The very core of Erasmus' thought was the belief that piety is a matter 

of the spirit. 

It was this primacy of interior religion that inspired Erasmus with 
distrust for external works and devotional practices. Considering the 
views of his time, Erasmus was justified in this reaction. He was to- 
tally against superstition, formalism and legalism. He did not attack 
the ceremonies as such but the exaggerated importance and credit given 


them. Therefore, for Erasmus, "in affectibus est Christi perfectio non 
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in vitae genere." But Erasmus is not preaching a religion of pure spirit, 
For him as for the whole tradition of the Devotio Moderna, the primacy 
of interiority did not at all mean that intention suffices. It was 

still the execution which authenticated this disposition of the hearts 
Nevertheless, the validity of the act came from the intention. There- 
fore, interiority (animus, cor, spiritus, mens, intentio, affectus, pec- 
tus) qualified all terse The ex opere operato needed the ex opere 
operantis. 

Erasmus also stressed the personal dimension of the Christian life: 
belief involves the gift of oneself to Christ. His whole theology was 
marked by an enthusiastic personalism. He was sensitive to religious 
realities only insofar as they directly concerned the individual. For 
him the goal of theology was not a matter of speculation, but in the 
words of the Ratio Verae Theologiae "to teach Christ in a pure fashion." 
Thus in the De Libero Arbitrio Erasmus was at his best when describing 
the experience of freedom, the spiritual attitude by which the sinner 
confesses his responsibility and attributes to God all that is good in 
him. Erasmus underlined that in the scriptures everything concerns us, 
everything is for our instruction and for our education. The meaning of 
this personalism was expressed by Erasmus in terms of interiority. To 
find Christ one must seek him in one's own interior self. "Christ is 
not in corporeal realities." There is a constant appeal in Erasmus to 
the individual conscience. One of the major themes of the Enchiridion 
is "know thyself." To know oneself became a very basic principle of the 
spiritual life, and one needed to constantly examine his motives. For 
Erasmus the Christian's combat was an inward and personal one, a matter 
primarily concerning the individual man. Knowledge of God came through 
knowledge of self. 

A quest for the immediacy of the divine, independent of the sacra- 
mental system, was reflected in the deep current of what Imbart de La- 
Tour terms etre with its heavy Pauline overtones. The fact 
that St. Paul was converted on his journey to Damascus without the medi- 
ation of word and sacrament pointed to a more immediate relationship 
with God than the established order of sacramental grace. The spiritu- 
ality of Erasmus was deeply rooted in this element of Pauline theology, 
but the immediacy of the divine did not do away with the mediation of 


the person of Christ. Erasmus' piety was essentially Christocentric. 
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"Look only to Christ as the unique and absolute good, love nothing 
eise, 02? To be "transformed in Christ," this is the ideal of the bap- 
tized, in such a way that Christ becomes the unique goal of all of our 
actions s Christ is truly for us the caput, centrum, harmonia, petra, 
ignis, unicus auctor. He is also our model, our example, the very 
archetype of piety, archetypus pietatis." ! 

In Erasmian Christian life, spirituality consisted in the imitation 
of Christ, but not essentially in imitation of the Christ of history. 
The Christ in Spirit, the mystery which vivifies, was the subject of 
imitation. It is according to the Spirit that Christ is born in us, 
nascitur in nobis, in that we must imitate him in crucifying in us the 
man according to the n'en es Erasmus in no way slights the historicity 
of Christ. He upheld the realism of the incarnation against anyone who 
would alter it in any fashfonsd In fact for Erasmus the mystery of God 
was Christ in his salvific action, in the kenosis. In the very humanity 
of Christ, God adapted his language so we could understand him. "Since 
Christ is the absolute simplicity and truth, there can be no dissimili- 
tude between the archetype and the worin" This accommodation (accom- 
modatio) was the manner in which God gave himself to man. Outside of 
Christ there was no other way to know God. In the very same fashion 
there was no other way to be saved. In this Christocentric perspective, 
revelation and salvation coincided. God revealed his mysteries in a 
salvific gesture which was the very person of Christ. This revelation 
concerned the whole man. In the tradition of Origen, Tauler and Gerson, 
Erasmus distinguished in man three levels of being: caro, anima, and 
spiritus.9! Christ was the mystery of God; he addressed himself to the 
total man but in a very special way to the spiritus. 

This revealed mystery was a gift, a grace, and a historical and trans- 
historical reality. It was also a call and an invitation to participate 
substantially in an incorporation in Christ, in order to live according 
to the spirit of Christ. This spirit of Christ was opposed to the flesh 
and changed all reality Only faith made this transformation possible 
and the very power of the spirit fostered a continual and necessary 
growth. On earth this growth was never finished and sanctification was 
always in process. 

In this whole synthesis of the spiritual life, what was the place of 


the Church? Erasmus' Christocentrism guided his whole ecclesiology. The 


Sixteenth Century Spiritualities 61 


Church was defined as the Body of Christ. 04 His supernatural and mys- 
tical reality made of the Church a community of love where the reality 
of the body of Christ was lived in eee All authority in the Church 
had to be based on love. 
The people are not there for the benefit of the bishops, but the 
institution of bishop has been established for the benefit of the 
people. Let the bishop therefore rule over the people, but then as 
a father rules over his children, as a man rules over his beloved 
bride. 
The threat envisioned by Erasmus in all his theological work was that of 
the invisible Church being absorbed into the visible. His conviction on 
this point flowed from his spirituality. There can be no doubt that 
Erasmus tended to neglect the notion of the Church as an external insti- 
tution. He found that the superstructure of the Church hindered his 
attempt to make religion a more dynamic part of everyday life. 
Notwithstanding his distrust of the visible Church, Erasmus accepted 
fully the authority of the Church. He pinned his faith on tradition and 
the authority of the Church. In 1527 he wrote: 
How much the authority of the church means to others I do not know: 
to me it means so much that I could have the same opinion as the 
Arians and Pelagians if the church had accepted what they thought. 
The words of Christ are enough for me, but people should not be 
surprised if I follow the church as their interpreter; convinced of 
its authority, I believe the canonical scriptures. Perhaps others 
are wiser or stronger; I for one find tranquillity in nothing safer 
than settled decisions of the church. There is no end to reasoning 
and argumentation. ©7 

For Erasmus Church authority and tradition were explicitly recognized; 

they had to function as regulative principles. Together with scripture 

Erasmus accepted them as fundamenta ecclesiae. 

While there is in Erasmus revealed here the same persistent emphasis 
on the inner life of the spirit as in the Devotio Moderna, his ars pie- 
tatis was at the same time an attempt to renew theology and to reunite 
it to spirituality. 

Erasmus was critical above all else of the fact that theology had 
become so polluted and overgrown with philosophical dialectic that it 
was no longer possible to discover Christ beneath this accumulation. 
Writing to the Archbishop of Canterbury in 1506, he lamented the de- 

F 68 
praved notion of the divine resulting from the nonsense of the sophists. 


Theology as it was taught by the over-speculative, hair-splitting 
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scholastics was entirely too complicated to be of any possible use in 
living a pious life. Who could possibly find his way through the laby- 
rinth of the disputations they multiplied? Who could find the gospel 
behind the wall of quiddities and haecceities that the scholastics had 
constructed? It was necessary for a Christian philosophy to be pre- 
sented in a way that everyone could understand and benefit from. His 
words grew bitter when he pointed out that for most theologians Aris- 
totle meant more than Christ. The theologians of his time with their 
complicated sophisms, their rationalistic formulae and their ever- 
increasing dogmatism had made any real penetration of the faith of the 
gospel impossible. Therefore, the aim of Erasmus' theology was an in- 
teriorization, a spiritualization of religious practice, a more per- 
sonal relationship between the individual and God. On one of the very 
first pages of the Ratio theologiae the author stated that the unique 
purpose of studying theology was: "To be inwardly changed and trans- 
formed into that which you learn from PES It is primarily in 
this sense that Erasmus' theology was therefore RL ES à A In his 
Paraclesis, Erasmus affirmed: 
Why do we not concern ourselves explicitly with Holy Scripture? 
Why is it that such an important part of our lives be consecrated 
to Averroes and not to the scriptures? Why should most of our 
lives be lived in the company of commentaries and their contradic- 
tory opinions? Scripture itself will be without doubt the school 
of the future great theologians. 

Particularly fundamental in Erasmus' interpretation of the nature of 
theology was his emphasis that the scriptures share to some extent in 
the divine mystery. For Erasmus the very mystery of God was also the 
mystery of Soriptüret/f It was then impossible to separate the knowl- 
edge of divine things and the knowledge of the scriptures.  Exegesis 
belonged to theology; it could not be reduced to a purely scientific 
knowledge of scripture; for it was a prophetic knowledge. By his docil- 
ity to the spirit the theologian was made capable of explaining the very 
mystery of OT a The mystery of scripture was hidden in the very 
letter 1180 From this letter it was extracted, opened.  Theologi- 
cal research could not penetrate the divine mystery both concealed and 
revealed in the Bible. The purpose of biblical interpretation was to 
draw a man into a continuing interaction with the divine revelation con- 


tained in the scriptures, so that God's own speech and God's own spirit 
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could make an impact upon him. 

To understand this aspect of Erasmus' theological method, one must 
appreciate his perception of language and eloquentia. Erasmus under- 
stands language as a vital force in constituting humanitas. Language 
carries more than symbolic power: it is truly sacramental. Language 
can affect the hearer; it can convey the wisdom of the speaker. For 
Erasmus the highest form of eloquentia and sapientia is the Divine Word 
first expressed in the Person of Christ and in his Scriptures. The Word 
of Christ is the most powerful of teachers; it is a living and active 
reality. Because of the Word's dynamic nature, the hearer of the Word 
can encounter God in a personal way. 

In 1519 Erasmus inserted into the second edition of the New Testament 
a long essay on "The Method of Attaining to True Theology." In it he 
challenged the validity of the theological studies of the past 400 years 
and proposed a radically different curriculum in their place. At the 
base of his disagreement with the traditional theologians lay a funda- 
mentally different conception of what was "true theology." Dialectics 
he rejected as the principle tool of learning and substituted philology 
and history; all medieval glosses and commentaries he passed over, in- 
sisting that the student confront study of the scriptural texts as they 
were originally written. The first requirement for the training of the- 
ologians, he argued, should be a thorough knowledge of the three ancient 
languages; the second, a general training in the humane disciplines, 
especially history, grammar and rhetoric. As for the dialectic and the 
learned system, of St. Thomas, Scotus, and Lyra, they might better be 
ignored. They merely tended to obscure the meaning of the sacred scrip- 
tures. For the most part, Erasmus felt that scholastic theology was 
irrelevant and had little to say to mankind concerning Christ. 

I see the simple multitude longing after food for their souls, de- 
siring to learn how they can return to their homes better people, 


and then the lecturer (theologaster) ventilates some frigid and 
perplexing question from Scotus or Occam. 


In the Enchiridion he wrote that 
Scotus seems to have given these men such great confidence that, 
without ever having read the sacred writings, they still think 


themselves to be unlimited theologians. 


Erasmus saw at the very root of any renewal of theology the need of a 


philology. 
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I see it as madness to touch with the littlest finger that princi- 
ple part of theology, which treats of divine mysteries, without 
first being instructed in Greek, when those who have translated the 
sacred books have in their scrupulous interpretation so rendered 
the Greek phrases that even the primary meaning which our theolo- 
gians call literal cannot be understood by those who do not know 
Greek. 
The basic element of Erasmian theology was a philological, critical 
approach to scriptures. Through philological research the theologian 
performed best his task as servant, since with this knowledge he could 
overcome the temptation to set his opinions in the place of divine reve- 
lation. Severely critical biblical research would produce a theology 
which was obedient to revelation and remained its servant. 

Any theology that did not submit itself to the primacy of divine ini- 
tiative was led astray. Theology could never be man's words about God, 
but man listening to God's word addressed to him and leading him to love 
and service. We can understand now why Erasmus considers as his major 
theological work his New Testament exegesis and eerte yys n This exe- 
gesis is a complete act; it comprehends dogmatic theology, moral the- 
ology, spirituality and pastoral preoccupations. 

To be able to grasp more fully what Erasmus understood about theology, 
a few words must be said about his hermeneutics. The starting point for 
Erasmus' hermeneutics seems to have been the neo-Platonic conception of 
the contrast between flesh and spirit, a contrast which is grounded in 
the nature of the world and of man. Canon V of the Enchiridion states 
the central principle of Erasmus' piety and theology: 

One maintains perfect piety if one seeks always to proceed from the 
visible things which are either imperfect or neutral to the invis- 
ible according to the higher aspect of man. 7? 
In this connection Erasmus linked his doctrine of scripture with his 
doctrine of the Incarnation. In Christ, humanity hides divinity just as 
in scripture the letter hides the spiritual meaning. 
Whoever wonders why the divine spirit wishes to hide his riches in 
these wrappings will wonder also why the eternal wisdom assumed the 
person of a poor, humble, spurned and condemned man. 
The hermeneutical distinction between flesh and spirit directed Erasmus' 
exegesis and thus influenced all his thought. The passage from the 


flesh (the appearance, the figure) to the spirit (the substance, the 
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truth, reality) the passage from the world and man to God characterizes 
Christianity. In the Enchiridion, the theme appears as the ascent from 
the visible to the invisible; in the Ratio it is described as the pro- 
gression from the exterior to the interior. 

The scriptures, according to Erasmus, make us know the mysterium by 
and through a process of interiorization, a process which leads from 
literal exegesis to spiritual exegesis. The hermeneutical "circle," as 
Erasmus put it, is "a circle of human brosregs o Scripture was first 
given its meaning by the Spirit: the hermeneutical process--that is, 
passage from literal exegesis to spiritual exegesis--is accomplished by 
the Spirit in the heart of the believer. 

The attitude of the exegete is fundamental in discerning the spir- 
itual or allegorical. He who would understand these meanings of Scrip- 
ture must approach the Bible not only with the tools of literary and 
historical criticism, but also with purged emotions,?? a clean hearc, P? 
and supreme purity of nina For it is necessary to be spiritual to 
judge rightly spiritual scripture. ^ From the Enchiridion to the Eccle- 
siastes, Erasmus held to the necessity of a mystical and ethical as well 
as a philological understanding of scripture. His own emphasis was 
rather more upon the moral than on the mystical side. 

Erasmus held that the correct interpretation of scripture required 
more than a literal understanding. It required a spiritual understand- 
ing with both subjective and objective aspects. Objectively it had to 
do with a recognition of the spiritual content, that is, the allegory or 
tropology which was hidden in the letter.  Subjectively, it had to do 
both with the spiritual and moral perception which made possible the 
recognition of a spiritual content and with the realization of this con- 
tent in one's own life. 

Erasmus proposed a form of theology which could unite intelligence 
and spiritual affectivity. The right way to understand scripture, he 
wrote, was through meditation and prayer, the methods indicated and con- 
tained in scripture itself. They are more fruitful methods of under- 
standing scripture than the questio and the disputatio. For theological 
learning is better approached with prayer than with argumentation; it is 
life rather than disputation, regeneration rather than reasoning. 

The following quotation sums up Erasmus' approach both to theology 


and Christian piety: 
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This kind of philosophy, that is, the philosophy of Christ, which 
lies in the state of mind more truly than in syllogism, is a way of 
life rather than a disputation, inspiration rather than erudition, 
transformation more than reason. To be learned falls to the lot of 
but few, but there is no one who cannot be pious; I may add this 
boldly, no one who cannot be a theologian. 86 
Theology then pretends less to attain the mystery than to dispose the 
believer to open himself and receive this mystery with joy, to meditate 
upon it and to contemplate it, to be nourished by it, to be inspired and 
transformed; to live the mystery. 

Theology for Erasmus is therefore doctrinal and mystical and at the 
same time practical and pastoral, since its purpose is to conform the 
Christian to the mystery which he had meditated on and contemplated. 

His theology was the conjunction of pietas and eruditio, resulting ina 
Pia doctrina. Erasmus re-established the synthesis between theology and 
spirituality in what he called his philosophia Christi. The two aspects 
of this synthesis were the pia doctrina and the docta pietas. His the- 
ology was spiritual and his spirituality theological. Erasmus discussed 
clearly the theologians' perspectives: they all took their origin in 
the mysterium fidei. While his theology was neither speculative nor 
dialectical, it did not lack a systematical dimension. It involved the 
entire person of the believer (in affectibus verius quam in syllogismis) 
and invited the believer to develop in his life (vita magis quam dispu- 
tatio) under the motion of the Spirit, the virtualities of his faith in 
baptism (orans magis quam argumentans et transformari studens magis quam 
armari). Contemplation as proposed by Erasmus was essentially defined 
by its theological content. It did not involve any theory about the 
mystical or psychological states. 

Erasmus' entire work was religious in its motivation and purpose, 
eruditio and pietas, the two goals of the Christian humanists, Erasmus 
drew into a synthesis, and at the same time subordinated the former to 
the latter. All studies, he insisted, must converge in the philosophia 
Christi of which the mystery of Christ was the energy, the content and 
the object; its two aspects, the pia doctrina and the docta pietas, were 
distinct but not separated. The eruditio was the discipline. If Eras- 
mus recommended the study of profane disciplines which were not Chris- 
tian in themselves since, in his own words, "they do not treat of Christ 


nor do they originate from Christ,"?? it was on the condition that these 
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disciplines be referred to Christ, omnia ad Christum PPS NT TA 

Theology was not a scientia, but a sapientia, not a systematically 
ordered body of true and certain knowledge derived from principles of 
revelation, but a doctrina sacra derived from the scripture, a holy 
rhetoric in the service of the text, unprofaned by Aristotelian philoso- 
phy and syllogism. The goal of this theology was not to know God in his 
fullness, but to love God. 

It is in this new vision of theology that Erasmus' original contribu- 
tion was made. It is here also that he differed most from the Devotio 
Moderna. Instead of abandoning theology as being a distraction to the 
spiritual life, Erasmus integrated theology into it. 

To a larger extent than the Devotio Moderna but with the same intent 
Erasmus endeavored to democratize spirituality. True piety consisted in 
applying the very spirit of Christ to the daily life of Christians. This 
obligation was laid upon all men, not only upon professional religious: 
monochatus non est pietas. 

It is a hard thing indeed and known to a very few men, even of 
monks, to die to sin, to die to carnal desires, to die to this 
world. And yet this is the common profession of all Christians. 
Either we must perish or we must without exception take this road 
to salvation whether we be kings or poor ploughmen. For as it 
falls not to every man's lot to achieve perfect imitation of Christ, 
yet all must toil hand and foot to ascend thither. He has a good 
part of Christian piety who with a sure mind desires to be a Chris- 
tian. 
Here Erasmus attacked the double standard of Christian living which grew 
out of an over-emphasis on the institutional church in which it was 
assumed that salvation was more within the range of the monk than the 
layman. For Erasmus there was but one salvation within Christ and there- 
fore but one way to approach it. 

God was not seen in himself, as a metaphysical entity, an object of 
abstract speculation foreign to man and his destiny. But he was seen in 
his movement toward man, the revealing God known in the mystery of his 
salvific action. For Erasmus, every word about God was a word about man. 
If God turned towards man, man became radically for God. Erasmus rea- 
soned that God in himself is incomprehensible, but he also maintained 
that man in himself does not exist and man for himself is absurd. In 
his relation to man God is independent and always holds a free initia- 


tive. The movement of God to man is a free gift; man's relation to God 
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is considerate of his nature and of his salvation. This type of theo- 
logical perspective was not exclusively anthropocentric but essentially 
soteriological. It constantly considered man and God, the two poles of 
the dialogue. 

In this framework the concept of contempt of the world, comtemptus 
mundi, and the very theme of humility as a basic virtue of man was given 
a new direction. In one current of medieval spirituality (one which had 
its influence on the Devotio Moderna), the notion prevailed that perfect 
sanctity could be found only in monastic-ascetic detachment from the 
world. There appeared in the ascetical literature a nihil sum attitude 
of disparagement, an attitude which regarded the world and man with con- 
tempt and.opposed to it the truth of human dignity. Owing to the promi- 
nence of such negative attitudes, the existence and validity of other 
spiritual principles were almost overlooked. In this spirituality there 
was no more effective way of preparing for the coming of the kingdom of 
God than through contempt and renunciation of the world. The monastic 
way of life, with its strict discipline, became for many the model to be 
followed. The Third Orders originally were intended as a substitute for 
the real monastic life, designed for all those who had to remain in the 
world. This was an attempt to pattern life in the world after life in 
the cloister. 

Yves Congar summarizes very well this current of spirituality: 
Medieval Christianity was the result of two factors: namely an 
innate logic which forced it to direct all worldly activities to- 
ward the goal of eternal salvation, and the historical circumstances 
of its development under the influence of austere monasticism. It 
inspired a spirituality which was monastic through and through.... 
It imitated the characteristics which were peculiar to a monastic 
life, such as the orientation of life toward eternity and an ab- 
sence of any evaluation of earthly realities and achivements for 
their own sake and in themselves. 

Erasmus distinguishes himself from the Devotio Moderna. In contrast to 
Thomas à Kempis, Erasmus did not take an either-or attitude toward the 
created world: he endeavored rather to see in created things a world 
which man was called to direct toward Christ. The Christocentrism of 
the Devotio Moderna typified in the Imitatio Christi was too exclusive. 
For Erasmus, everything was from Christ and must serve to project Christ 
into the world. The monkish ideal with its flight from the world might 


have been an answer for an earlier period. But Christianity had to be 
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adapted to the changing times. The new world of the merchant, banker 
and financier made the casuistry of the cenobite obsolete. The theme 
that Innocent III had imposed on his world, that man was formed out of 
dust and was born to labor, sorrow and fear, was losing its hold on the 
sixteenth century mind. Individualism was fragmenting medieval univer- 
salism. The fifteenth-century problem of the proper relationship be- 
tween the individual and society was one of which Gerson and, in a spe- 
cial fashion, Erasmus were extremely aware. The vita contemplativa and 
the vita activa could no longer be defined in the old religious terms. 
The kind of contemptus mundi advocated by Erasmus was related to an in- 
terior world. Separation from the world was separation from one's in- 
terior world. The world to be avoided and despised was not an exterior 
reality. The cloister in no way separated us from this worldent If 
monasticism was an authentic contempt for the world, then every Chris- 
tian had to be a monk. A monk is nothing but a pure and simple Chris- 
tian.) Erasmus arrived thus at the concept of "the monk in the world." 
"What else is a city but a large monastery: tas 

It was Erasmus' docta pietas and monochatus non est pietas that had 


the most influence on the French Humanists. At the same time Erasmus 


carried the spirituality of the Devotio Moderna to them. 


E. The Spirituality of Jacques Lefèvre d'Etaples 


The wide variety of influences contributing to the formation of Chris- 
tian humanism in France is particularly evident in the career of Jacques 
Lefèvre d'Etaples (1450-1536) .?? For three decades after his return 
from his first visit to Italy in 1491-1492, he was the acknowledged 
leader of the reforming humanists at the University of Paris. Indeed, 
except for him and Erasmus, French humanism would have been but an eru- 
dition and a literature. Through him and Erasmus it became an awakening 
of spirituality and a reorientation of theology itself. 

Lefèvre's interest centered on the spiritual life. He was a humanist 
who firmly believed in the necessity of restoring solid learning as a 
basis for true piety, and who regarded the decadent scholasticism of the 
Parisian terminists responsible in a very real sense for the decline of 
religion. He was deeply influenced by the Devotio Moderna as well, as 
is conclusively demonstrated by L. NEREA 


While the influence of the Devotio Moderna upon Lefèvre must be 
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affirmed, his main preoccupation was to breach the separation between 
theology and spirituality. Here Erasmus' influence was certainly at 
work. This unity was achieved by stressing the unique role of scripture. 
In the preface of his Commentatorii initiatorii in quatuor evangelis 
(1522) Lefèvre affirmed the Gospel as the unique source of piety, of the 
interior life and of all truth. 

Lefèvre expressed his spirituality in his concept of theologia vivi- 
ficans. This vivifying theology was a theological exegesis uniting 
spirituality and theology. It was based on an intuition of the primacy 
and sufficiency of the world. "Verbum Dei sufficit." The word of God 
alone is sufficient means to attain one's end for it can guide one's 
life. The study of the Gospel is a spiritual life, an itinerarium men- 
tis ad Deum, and the propaedeutics are less a knowledge of dialectics 
than moral and religious qualities. This understanding of the scrip- 
tures presupposes a spiritual life which it nourishes in turn. In 1498 
Lefévre wrote in the preface of his Theologia Vivificans: 

The life is much more dazzling when one is nearer the sun. The 
Holy Scripture ought therefore to obtain the greatest respect and 
the greatest authority. In order to apply oneself to sacred stud- 
ies, attention, devotion, piety, religious feeling, respect, humil- 
ity are needed. Those who do not possess these feelings become 
worse by the study of the holy scriptures. 
Lefèvre bifurcated the mind's knowledge. On the one hand was knowledge 
from above: divine, spiritual humbling to man and always joined with 
the love of God. On the other hand was knowledge which was not from 
above: human, carnal, self-inflating, and unrelated to the love of God. 

For Lefèvre the doctrine of Christ took precedence over all learned 
discourse. The intellectual process, the theological exegesis, was pri- 
marily an asceticism and a science, a contemplation in which study be- 
came a spiritual life. He saw in the three levels of the spiritual 
life---purification, illumination and perfection--a description of the 
levels of exegesis. Lefèvre placed his commentaries, such as those on 
the Psalter and St. Paul, on the first level, that of purification, and 
prayed God to give others the gift of writing commentaries on the other 
two levels. At these different levels, only the spiritual sense was 
true and fruitful, and only the eyes of faith illuminated by the Holy 
Spirit were capable of discovering this spiritual meaning. This spir- 


itual knowledge was a gift of the Holy Spirit infused in those who were 
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humble and conscious of the incapacity of human reasoning. 

Lefèvre's argument was as follows: the spiritual meaning of the 
scriptures illuminated by the Holy Spirit is the mystery of Christ him- 
self. Since the spiritual meaning of the scriptures is Christological, 
the spiritual life should then consist in becoming Christ-like. And the 
Holy Spirit is the true interpreter of the scriptures, ~ 

It is through the Holy Spirit that the Christological sense is re- 
vealed to us. He is the doctor par excellence who illuminates the faith- 
ful. He communicates a "sense of faith" which is above that of "reason 
and intelligence."!9? Since the Spirit is at the source of the scrip- 
tures, it is through the Spirit that we ourselves must listen. 

The centrality of Christ in the spiritual life Lefèvre interpreted as 
an indication of the democratic nature of the spiritual life. Since 
there is but one spiritual life, one foundation and goal, all who serve 
Christ and are incorporated in Christ should be called "religious of 
Christ, "191 The spiritual life, the vocation to intimate relation with 
God, is not only for a privileged class but for everyone. But the pre- 
eminence he assigned to scripture as a unique source of truth and the 
importance he attributed to a direct and personal relationship between 
God and man overshadowed somewhat his concerns with the ecclesial and 
communal dimension of al vation sus Nevertheless Lefévre in no way 
denied the dogmas of the Church on the sacraments. Although he had lit- 
tle to say about the sacraments, he did not repudiate them, nor did he 
reject papal authority. In fact, he clearly asserted the obligation to 
obey the pube. 107 He upheld the holiness of the church. In the thought 
of Lefèvre the Church was blameless and without error. "Let us avoid 
making the Church a teacher of error, for the holy and apostolic Church 
in which we believe does not commit error »104 

Lefévre d'Etaple's was the most representative of the French spiritu- 
alities current in the early part of the l6th century. In its basic 
tenets it was a great deal more ambiguous than that of Erasmus, owing 
perhaps to the strong influence the Devotio Moderna had upon him. But 
at the same time it had at least four characteristics in common with the 
spirituality of Erasmus. It assigned a preeminent role to scripture and 
to the exegesis of scripture; it unifies, through the exegesis of scrip- 
ture, theology and spirituality; it stressed the role of the Holy Spirit 


as an interior teacher; and lastly it had the same difficulty in attrib- 


uting an important role to the Church in the spiritual life. 
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It was in the elaboration of the Theologia vivificans of the philoso- 
phia Christi that the spirituality of early French humanism expressed 
itself. This spirituality was an attempt to bridge the gap between the 
spiritual life and the intellectual life, through the elaboration of a 
theology that was at the same time a sapientia and a pietas. Behind 
this preoccupation lay an emphasis on the Pauline dualism of a spiritual 
soul and a sinful flesh. A very high doctrine of the soul and reason 
prevailed. Spirituality became a form of education with its main pur- 
pose the enlightenment of reason through self-knowledge and the knowl- 
edge of God. 

Fundamental to this orientation was a common aspiration to interiority 
and inwardness! There was a strong need for a simplified religion, un- 
cluttered by a multitude of devotions and practices. This ideal could 
hardly find satisfaction within the framework of late medieval Christian- 
ity, and therefore led to tension. 

Much of the inwardness which we find in this period was colored by a 
strong subjectivism, marked by a primacy of the personal and moralistic. 
This piety was comprised of intense striving for salvation by an indi- 
vidual soul. In fact this endeavor of the soul was central to it. Even 
in the context of a true sacramental life and a prevalent understanding 
of the subjective holiness of the Church, the piety of this period to 
some extent was that of an individual set apart from the objectivity of 
the liturgical and sacramental life of the Church. What exact measure 
of influence the emerging spirit of individualism had upon the humanism 
of this period is difficult to ascertain. Nevertheless it does seem 
that there was a growing awareness of personality and a keener sense of 
individual autonomy than had been possible in the political and social 
conditions of the Middle Ages. But this individualism contributed to, 
and at the same time was a sign of, a lay piety that stressed the indi- 
vidual man's direct communion with God. 

This lay piety tended to shift the emphasis from the Church and sacra- 
ments as means of salvation to the individual's direct relationship to 
God. At the same time the claim that the Holy Spirit guides us and 
teaches us in the daily reading of the scriptures gave rise to an idea 
of Christian freedom as absolute dependence upon God and as freedom from 


the institutional, hierarchical and sacramental Church. 
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The humanists of the sixteenth century, exemplified by Erasmus, could 
not accept monasticism as being the unique way to salvation. Every 
Christian must separate himself from the world, but this world is inside 
man; it is not the outside world. Separation from the world is not 
guaranteed by physical presence in a monastery. Neither the habit nor 
the structure is important, but only the personal choice: monochatus 
non est pietas. Piety is not contempt for created reality but the under 
standing that what is important is man's own inner life and the accept- 
ance of his dependence on God. Created reality has a value, but it is a 
relative value; it has autonomy, but a relative autonomy. 

Many and varied influences shaped the spirituality of the early 16th 
century in France. From the Devotio Moderna it inherited its lay and 
democratic characteristics: its desire for a simple Christian way of 
life, its Christocentric thrust, its persistent emphasis on the inner 
life and its opposition to external practices; its preoccupation with a 
constant ascent from the visible to the invisible; its fundamental con- 
cern with self-knowledge; its neglect of the mediative role of the Church 
in the spiritual life accompanied by an explicit acceptance of the 
authority of the Church; its individualism and constant quest for immedi- 
acy with God through the work of the Holy Spirit. 

But although in continuity with the Devotio Moderna in many of its 
tenets, the spirituality of the French humanists differed from the Devo- 
tio Moderna in its most original contribution: its integration of the 
intellectual and spiritual life. This integration of theology and spir- 
ituality began under the influence of Erasmus and resulted in the elabo- 
ration of a docta pietas. Theology through the conjunction of pietas and 
eruditio became a pia doctrina. 

This pia doctrina established, at the outset of the Reformation, a 
deep yearning among serious people for a religion of inward experience. 
As an attempted conjunction of theology and spirituality, the pia doc- 
trina led to new epistemological problems. It also led in the direction 


of a greater intellectual and spiritual freedom. 
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Chapter III 
DEVOTIO AND PIETAS: A LINGUISTIC APPROACH TO JOHN CALVIN'S SPIRITUALITY 


In a way words are merely devices of sound which have come to signify 
one idea rather than another. But words are also invested with over- 
tones which are very real, though not easily defined. In fact what dif- 
ferentiates man from animal is not primarily his capacity for verbal ex- 
Pression but the inarticulable properties of thought and experience upon 
which verbal language depends. Man's personal participation in speech 
is such that his unspoken knowledge and thought are of decisive impor- 
tance to its understanding. This is particularly true of words which 
express spiritual man's values. What has been said by H. Delehaye of 
the word "saint" is applicable to innumerable other words: 

If we ask, finally, what is the real meaning of the word "saint," 
at the end of a long evolution we can say that it is vaguely 
charged with all the nuances through which it passed through the 
different ages in the profane domain as well as in the religious 
domain. 
Devotio and pietas, words well worn by popular use, are vaguely charged 
in the general consciousness with all the nuances through which they 
have passed in the course of the ages. For no other word-concepts pene- 
trate to more intimate psychological depths than those which symbolize 
the relationship of the spirit to God. The history of words and the 
history of ideas are two different fields, but fields that are insepar- 
able. 

The goal of this short language study is to elucidate an area in the 

history of spirituality which is at one time a system of ideas and a 


phenomenon of culture. 


A. Devotio 


Devotio? signifies total dedication.  Chronologically, the word in 
Latin first meant the action of devoting or consecrating (for good or 
evil) by vow; it later came to signify the condition of being devoted, 
devotedness, loyalty, allegiance. It also meant the condition of one 
set apart for a unique purpose. And it conveyed a sense of the inner, 


intimate side of worship." 
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From the very beginning, Christian writers found in the word devotio 
an ideal expression of man's proper disposition toward God. Different 
Christian authors of the early church, remembering the primitive meaning 
of devotio, used the term to designate certain ritual acts prescribed in 
Scripture. Although the word devotio as found in the Vulgate usually 
designates an external practice or act, this external devotio includes 
an internal act. And while the internal dimension of this devotio was 
not specifically considered in the earliest Christian literature, yet 
the Vulgate clearly does contain that meaning which later Christian 
writers developed so explicitly. According to the Vulgate, external de- 
votion can be the act by which one gives interiorly to God what he wills 
to offer in fact.” 

Devotio in liturgical texta” was used to designate the cycle of 
feasts, and, more particularly, the paschal kc Ue But devotio was not 
limited to an external meaning; it could also signify an internal dis- 
position of faith, or the fervor that one must have during cultic acte 

Among the early Christian writers, devotio retained the basic meaning 
of consecration and service which had characterized it in its classical 
usage. But for the Christian writer it became consecration to the serv- 
ice of God. Understood as service of God, devotio became a highly com- 
plex reality. We see, for example, that for Ambrose devotio as the 
service of God was the very first of all the virtues and the foundation 
of all the ewe Although St. Augustine rarely used the term (he 
preferred pietas and contributed largely to the development of the word 
in Christian Latin), when he employed it, he gave it the same meaning of 
"service of quu? As service of God, devotio was a fundamental atti- 
tude of the creature before his Creator. 

As we move from the age of the Fathers to the medieval period, we 
find in the writings of St. Bernard the greatest single influence on the 
development of the word devotio, and of spirituality itself. It was 
through St. Bernard that the rising stream of Christocentric devotion 
issuing from a predominantly Benedictine (and therefore practical, bibli- 
cal and liturgical) spirituality was channeled. In this task St. Ber- 
nard was not alone; his way was prepared by the work of his predecessor, 
St. Anselm. 

Anselm, like Bernard, was a Benedictine and an initiator: he is usu- 


ally described as being at once speculative and affective. One may read 
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many pages of his work without finding the colorful and moving language 
of St. Bernard, but at those times when Anselm did consider the humanity 
of Christ, the scenes of the Gospel and the glories of Mary, or when he 
composed his prayers, he frequently surpassed Bernard in the use of 
affective lahynage. =” Certain passages of Anselm's Meditations on the 
Christ Theme are strikingly similar to St. Bernard's even in vocabulary. 
For both, Christ is regarded as the source of our devotion and our spir- 
itual consolation. Their new use of devotio accounts for the apparently 
sudden efflorescence of the word in the twelfth century. It still pos- 
sessed its earliest Christian connotations:  devotedness towards a per- 
son, loyalty, the ardent desire to follow and imitate. But in the writ- 
ings of Anselm and Bernard, devotio came to be the consideration of God 
in the poruon of Christ, a consideration accomplished in sentiments of 
love and gratitude. Such an approach to Christ had not been emphasized 
in earlier times, but under the influence of St. Bernard, it became 
overwhelmingly dominant in the Middle Agents 

Thus the humanity of Christ emerged as the central object of devotion. 
St. Bernard confessed, although with regret, that he found the humanity 
of Christ more attractive than his divinities St. Thomas agreed with 
this vi During the Middle Ages, the term devotio reached its 
height of semantic development as importance was increasingly attached 
to the concept of devotedness to the human person of Christ. St. Ber- 
nard wrote: "The human heart through bodily love is touched by the con- 
sideration of Christ as man, "1^4 

Meditating on the humanity of Christ moved many to devotion. Such 
meditation constituted the main element of "affective spirituality." 
Words such as afficio, affectus m occurred frequently in conjunction 
with devotio and sometimes replaced a ane In many texts devotio is sur- 
rounded by notions of humility, compunction, and reliance upon grace 
followed by joy and PET ET AE Devotio became the spiritual joy 
attendant upon purification, confession of sins and conversion. This 
conjunction of devotion and compunction was pointed out by Hugh of St. 
Victor: "Man experiences compunction when his heart is touched by the 
inner pain which the memory of his past sins causes. Devotio is the 
pious and humble affection for God which originates from compunction." 
Devotio was even at times employed as a synonym for compunction. 


The question of "sensible devotion" enters here. In the spirituality 
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of many Christians devotion was limited to the level of the senses. For 
the mystic and the mystical theologian this "sensible devotion" occupied 
a contingent and non-essential place, occurring only when events in the 
superior part of the soul broke into the inferior part and then into the 
senses. Others preferred the affectus devotionis to cogitatio as the 
means of contemplation. Here humble devotion and illuminated love can 
comprehend God where language and reason fail. Faith supersedes reason, 
but faith nourishes love and adapts it to this vision; while devotion 
leads to pure faith. 

The adjectives "fervent" and "ardent" were often applied to devotio 
to emphasize its meaning; "fervor" and "ardor" sometimes served as syno- 
nyms for gavotio. Ad The intimate relation between devotio and contem- 
platio led to a particular type of theology: the monastic theology. 
Thus devotio became an intimate part of theologia. In the monastic the- 
ology immediately preceding scholasticism and existing concurrently with 
early scholastic thinking, we find a unity of spirituality and theology; 
at the same time there is a certain distrust of the intrustion of reason 
in the theological process.” The purpose of monastic theology was not 
speculative knowledge but a certain love of truth and of God. This the- 
ology demanded a certain gift from God to teacher and student. God is 
truly the teacher. In this perspective there was no theology without 
prayer, without a real spiritual life. What counted here was not the 
quaestio but the desiderium, not quaeritur but desideratur, not scien- 
dum but experiendum. 

St. Bernard affirmed, "One seeks in a more dignified way and finds in 
an easier fashion, praying than disputing (orando quam RARE mt 
Reverence for God's mystery which characterized the monk's theology came 
from what St. Bernard called the reverence of prayer. If you are a the- 
ologian you will pray in truth and if you pray in truth you are a theo- 
logian. Experience of the realities of faith was at one time the condi- 
tion for and the result of monastic theology. Monastic theology was the 
outgrowth of the practice of monastic life. "On the whole," writes Dom 
Jean Leclercq, "the monastic approach to theology, the kind of religious 
understanding the monks are trying to attain, might be better described 
by reviving the word gnosis, on condition naturally that no paradox, 
nuance, be given it. The Christian gnosis, the true gnosis, in its 


original, fundamental, orthodox meaning, is that kind of higher knowledge 
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which is the consummation, the fruition of faith, and which reaches com- 
pletion in prayer and contehpiantonkt oe Here learning and spiritual 
life are intimately combined. 

The Christian authors from the very beginning found in the word devo- 
tio an ideal expression for the singular relation existing between man 
and God. Devotio was understood as a total subjection of man to God. 
St. Thomas Aquinas understood devotio as an act of the virtue of reli- 
gion, a virtue which subordinates man to God and at the same time urges 
him to serve God as he should be served. Man serves God through his 
intellect, his will and all of his body, and to these three faculties 
correspond three acts: prayer, devotion and adoration. St. Thomas then 
defines devotio as the promptitude and readiness of the will to serve 
God: devotio becomes a function of the wills Devotio was considered 
the most important act of the virtue of religion, because it is through 
the will that man can truly be united to God as a person. Union through 
the intellect is only intentional in nature. This is why devotio played 
a role in every other act of religion: prayer, adoration, sacrifice, 
religious vows. By definition, then, every act of religion must flow 
from devotion. In this sense, prayer, sacrifice, adoration and all the 
rest must be devout to be truly acts of religion. 

According to Thomas, feeling and emotion were not to be mistaken for 
devotion since devotion is an act of the will, while feelings and emo- 
tions are activities of the senses. Because man is substantially one, 
however, when the act of devotion is intense, feelings of love, desire, 
and pleasure may accompany devotio, but the reality and truth of devotio 
cannot be measured by these feelings. 

With Saint Thomas, the concept of devotio gained a greater specific- 
ity. But this concept did not assume for him an important role in the 
theological process. Devotio had an integral place in monastic theology, 
but the fides quaerens intellectum was not immediately recast in intellec- 
tual terms. Any ascent to God had to be made in terms of love. The 
words of Saint John cannot be forgotten: "He who does not love does not 
know God, for God is love." The fides quaerens intellectum interpreted 
by some of the scholastics in very intellectual terms was expressed by 
St. Bernard as the anima quaerens Verbum." This is a variation of the 
fides quaerens intellectum, but it is very indicative of the nature of 


monastic theology. For the more abstract terms, faith and understanding, 
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Bernard substituted the more concrete terms of "soul" and "word," the 
soul in search of the word. 

The fides quaerens intellectum as understood by scholasticism was 
strongly optimistic of rational knowledge. Faith and evidence seemed to 
coincide and to be proportionate to one another. The scholastic method 
of the Middle Ages was an intellectual attempt to discover and articu- 
late the whole range of truth from reason and revelation. In the pro- 
cess of setting up this all-embracing system, the intellect became the 
predominant faculty. One word which came to be used with increasing 
frequency from the early twelfth century on to express this ideal order- 
ing of knowledge was the word summa . 7? 

Scholasticism launched a theology of its own, preoccupied with scien- 
tific techniques. And beginning with St. Thomas Aquinas a clear dis- 
tinction was made between theology and philosophy, both becoming autono- 
mous to some extent. But, for Thomas Aquinas,?? theology had to inte- 
grate the valid conclusions of philosophy. He considered theology a 
construct of reason founded on faith, and yet, notwithstanding this 
intimate link with faith, for him theology remained an activity of rea- 
son. He considered theology an intellectual wisdom acquired through 
intelligent effort. Its primary concerns were with knowledge and under- 
standing, both as the tools of theology and as its goal. St. Thomas' 
appreciation of reason and his integration of reason and faith had the 
inherent danger of leading to rationalism. Through his methodology, he 
risked the possibility of losing his sense of the unity and the unique- 
ness of the Christian realities. 

Although primarily speculative in nature?’ and therefore in some 
opposition to the monastic concept. of theology, Thomas Aquinas' under- 
standing of theology also had an important practical dimension. Indeed, 
the very goal of theology required that it be a living dialogue between 
the theologian and God and not merely an abstract discipline. Practical 
and speculative theology alike demanded that the theologian's work be 
wedded to his spiritual life. The grace of God, piety and personal 
holiness were required to deepen his understanding of his beliefss s An 
exercise of fides quaerens intellectum had to contribute both to the theo- 
logian's external effectiveness and to his own contemplation, for man's 
cognitive powers are affected by his moral TASSY E But unlike the 
monastic discipline, love and devotio were not integral to Aquinas' the- 


ology. 
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The medieval period may be regarded as a period dominated by two 
opposing tendencies manifested in the schools of St. Bernard and of 
Thomas Aquinas. Their opposition lay in the dominantly affective char- 
acter and spiritual teachings of the one versus the dominantly specula- 
tive character and dogmatic teaching of the other. Thomas spoke of de- 
votio as an act of the virtue of religion. Bernard and his followers 
spoke of devotio as an affective state. 

The later medieval period as a field of linguistic study in the area 
of devotio is far from sterile. Language kept pace semantically with 
the conflicting and rapidly moving trends of this time. Some of the new 
modes of expression were rich in import for later developments. For 
example, in the writings of Jean Gerson, devotio was considered in the 
context of affective spirituality, linked on the one hand to compunctio 
and on the other hand to RSI He thought devotio, being midway 
between the carnal and the spiritual, and associated with reason, medi- 
tation and will, prepared the soul for contemplatio. Although Gerson 
used the word devotio, his spirituality expressed itself basically 
through the notion of pietas. 

The Devotio Moderna which also emerged in this period was a spiritu- 
ality which did express itself in terms of devotio. What is important 
here in our own study is to understand how this current of thought re- 
lated to other currents. The word moderna is variously explained. 
According to A. M. Lücker, moderna comes from the same source as via 
moderna, which according to the author means the turning to Barer ence me 
According to Hashagen, the adjective moderna expressed consciousness of 
a greater simplification and interiorization in the spirituality it- 
save Thomas à Kempis in his Dialogus Novitiorum used the word mo- 
derna somewhat in the sense of "contemporary," "today's devotion." 
Speaking to novices, he wanted to show them "who were those primitive 
fathers through whose influence the modern devotion bloomed caine 
In fact the novices themselves asked to be told about the contemporary 
saints. The use of the word devotio with the designation moderna im- 
plied a sense of continuity as well as a thrust in a new direction. 

Among the adherents of the Devotio Moderna the word devotio seemed to 
have kept its generic meaning of service to God. But this service was 
understood in a very special way as conformity of one's will to that of 


God, and this in the imitation of Christ. As service, affection and 
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charity, it also implied the ancient meaning of consecration or spirit- 
ual unction. Zerbolt of Zutphen (1367-1398) stressed the affective 
aspect of devotio. But he also warned his readers not to overemphasize 
this characteristic since he saw a danger of giving too much importance 
to the experiential dimension of the spiritual life. Devotio was spoken 
of in the context of interiority. Zerbolt wrote of Mary and Martha that 
they were "being occupied only with that inward devotion from which 
Martha was unwillingly thrown aWagiUi Devotio was understood also as a 
quality of meditation. "And this you do when you meditate upon the pas- 
sion with circumspection, with gravity and with üevotion "t? "For by 
this means you do look upon Christ with more devotion and with greater 
reverence."?9 

Devotion was something that could be increased through reading. "But 
do choose a book which as a whole may suit your purpose, inform your 
manner and increase your devotioni tn "If at times you do read holy 
scriptures, let the passages be chiefly such as deal with some matter of 


: 38 A F Fu : 
devotion." The way of devotion lay in religious exercises. 


In the third place, you ought to exercise yourself so as to attain 

effectual devotion, which seems to consist in two things, namely, 

that you should have fear and reverence for the reception of this 

sacrament, and, further, that you may be moved by effectual love 

and longing for union with Christ.39 

According to Thomas à Kempis, devotio" was essentially an affection 

which was to be transferred into exultatio and jubilatio. He considered 
devotion an interior disposition of the spiritual man. "Cum his obser- 
vationibus fit homo compunctus, internus, devotus."  Devotio was a grace 
of fervor and consolation to be asked for in all humility and which 
might or might not be diven t Devotion was expressed as affection, 
fervor and desire for GOMA Interiority, inwardness, consecration and 
dedication to the service and glory of God became characteristic of the 
Devotio Moderna's spirituality. The adjective moderna was attached to 
the word in order to distinguish it from an unacceptable meaning of de- 
votio. For there was a pronounced increase in the late medieval period 
of a tendency to concretize both religion and devotion. This tendency 
was expressed in the usage of the word devotio in its plural form. In 
this form it designated all of one's prayers and acts of religion, often 
with special reference to the mass and communion. Places of pilgrimage 


were described as devout. Even the images of saints came to be called 
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devotions. Devotio shifted from subject to object, from active to pas- 
sive. The transition from devotio in the singular, with its dimensions 
of interiority and its demand for a total involvement of the whole per- 
son, to devotio in the plural, with its stress on the external, objec- 
tive and bodily dimension, involved a risk: the weakening and degrada- 
tion of the spiritual life. While devotions were, when rightly employed, 
helpful instruments and tools, they could easily tend to become ends in 
themselves. As external manifestations and expressions they have mean- 
ing and value only as long as they are joined to the interior dimension. 
This link is tenuous and can be easily broken. Whenever this happened, 
the word devotio took a pejorative sense and was gradually replaced by 
the Renaissance authors with the word pietas. 

This breakdown in the usage of the word devotio was accompanied by a 
disintegration of the unity of theology and spirituality.*? The Devotio 
Moderna was not only a reaction against the externalization of devotio 
but also against the arid intellectualism of contemporary theology. A 
great deal of the theology of the time proliferated in pure problems of 
logic. The only reaction against this divisive tendency came from Jean 
Gerson, whose new approach had a great deal in common with monastic the- 
Modif His Theologia Mystica Speculativa was written as an attempt to 
reform an overly intellectual Chector aa Gerson saw himself as a theo- 
logian obliged to deal with things which edify. The unity of theology 
and the spiritual life, of reason and faith, was expressed in Gerson's 
concept of theologia mystica. For Gerson this type of theology resulted 
in what he called a cognitio Dei experimentalis in which both the intel- 


lectual and affective powers operated. 


B. Pietas 


In its classical meaning, piety implies habitual reverence and obedi- 
ence to the gods; it signifies godliness, devoutness, religiousness. It 
also means faithfulness to the duties naturally owed to parents and 
superiors. The broad range of its connotations - compassion on the part 
of God, charity toward the neighbor, piety towards God - was represented 
from the beginning of Christianity, as these examples demonstrate. Fra- 
ternal charity: "Pietate autem amorem fraternitatis, in amore autem 
fraternitatis charitatem." (2 Pet. 1:7) Piety towards God: "Si quis 


aliter docet et non acquiescit sanis sermonibus Domini nostri Jesu 
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Christi, et ei, quae secundum pietatem est, doctrinae." (1 Tim. 6:3). 
The second passage is of utmost importance as it so explicitly identi- 
fies pietas, amor and charitas, at least in the sense implied. Another 
point of contact in these three words is that each may be understood as 
directed from God to man, from man to God, or from man to his fellows. 
But the use of pietas in the sense of piety (man towards God) declined 
after the first centuries of the Church, although it did not entirely 
disappear. One of the principal reasons for this was the semantic 
growth of devotio. 

The word pietas did not experience the same evolution and use as the 
word devotio. In the Middle Ages pius and pietas were far more preva- 
lent than in earlier usage, but almost entirely as applied to God and to 
the Blessed Virgin in considerations of their mercy:  "piisime spiritus," 
"pie Jesu," "materne pietas." Pietas was also associated with senti- 
ments of tenderness and gratitude which in succeeding generations, from 
St. Bernard to Gerson, would be resolved into "pity" and then "piety." 
This was stimulated by considerations of the humanity of Christ, espe- 
cially in his infancy and Passion. 

In his article De Pietate, © Thomas Aquinas presented a lucid survey 
of the reciprocal relationships to be found from antiquity in the area 
of pietas. Thomas began by citing St. Augustine, who strongly influ- 
enced the semantic course of pietas in Christianity: "Pietas denotes, 
properly speaking, the worship of God which the Greek designate by the 
word Boserin dl According to St. Thomas, God is considered primarily 
as father and is, therefore, both pious and deserving of filial piety on 
the part of men. St. Thomas continued in the body of the article, 

The cultus due to our parents includes the cultus given to all our 
kindred, since our kinfolk are those who descend from the same 
parents. The cultus given to our country includes homage to our 
fellow citizens and to all friends of our country. The greater in- 
cludes the lesser: wherefore the worship (cultus) due to God in- 
cludes the cultus due to our parents in particular. Hence it is 
written (Malachi 1:6) if I be a father where is my honor? Conse- 
quently, the term pietas extends also to the divine worship. 48 
(Nomen pietatis ad divinum cultum refertur.) Clearly the point of 
reference for all this reasoning was the relationship to a father. St. 


Thomas completed the circle with a final quotation from St. Augustine 


which directly illustrates fourth century usage. 
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As Augustine says (De Civitate Dei, Bk. 10, c.1), the term pietas 
is often used in connection with works of mercy, in the language of 
the common people; the reason for which I consider to be the fact 
that these works are more pleasing to him than sacrifices. This 
custom has led to the application of the word pious to God him- 
self.4? 

At this period of its semantic evolution, one of the differences be- 
tween pietas and devotio was that pietas remained a background word. 

It was understood as a basic affection, apt to be more essentially 
stable than devotio. Those transient states of the sense and the will 
leading to external expression were usually signified by devotio. 

In the same way that the idea of compunction frequently accompanied 
devotio, the notion of humility was often coupled with pietas. Humility 
was the foundation of true pietas. As we approach the latter part of 
the Middle Ages, we see two different tendencies. In Petrarch the word 
devotio is rarely employed; he expressed himself in terms of pietas. 
Like Augustine, Petrarch equated pietas with sapientia. St. Augustine 
had written sapientia est pietas. "Man's wisdom is piety, "^9 And fur- 
ther, "God is the highest possible wisdom and the worship of God is 
man 's wisdom, "TT For Petrarch this pietas/sapientia was acquired in 
humility. (Nihil altius ascendat quam humilitas operosa.) Through an 
identification of sapientia and pietas he saw the fear of God as the 
beginning of wisdom, and defined piety as the knowledge and worship of 
God. This knowledge-wisdom was transformed from an intellectual to a 
moral virtue. 

In Gerson we have a man who sought one word to carry the burden of 
his constant occupation with an interior spiritual life. He looked for 
a concept which could be opposed to the vain and excessive speculation 
of the scholars of his day. He found his word and concept in pietas, 
which he seems to acknowledge explicitly as deriving from Augustine and 
Bonaventure, and in some opposition to house PL Gerson spoke of doc- 
trina et vita pietatis. It was, in fact, the doctrina secundum pietatem 
which caught the interest of Gerson's age. Against a welter of vain doc- 
trines, he proposed a doctrine of piety, affective, interiorizing and 
spiritual. This doctrina secundum pietatem was an echo of Augustine and 
of Petrarch's pietas est sapientia. 

But Gerson's effort to restore devotio to pietas seems to have been 


practically isolated. The De Imitatione Christi contained no mention of 
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pietas. In explanation it must be said that Gerson was an intellectual, 
while the Brothers of the Common Life, and especially the author of De 
Imitatione Christi, rejected any intellectual approach to spirituality. 
Gerson contested only the abuses of scholasticism. He made a conscious 
attempt to introduce the concept of pietas because of a deterioration in 
the use of the word devotio. He hoped that pietas would bolster an in- 
terior and affective spirituality in contrast to the sterile discourses 
of a decadent scholasticism. 

The history of the words devotio and pietas up to this point indi- 
cates that the problem of semantic change is largely one of ascent and 
decline in a scale of spiritual values. With the coming of the Renais- 
sance and the Reformation we reach another phase in the development of 
these words. To some extent it parallels the development which we noted 
in Petrarch and Gerson. In various authors devotio was replaced by pie- 
tas. Devotio acquired a clear pejorative sense; it became identified 
with a spiritual life based on external practices, in antithesis to in- 
terior life. 

In the Enchiridion Militis Christiani of Erasmus pietas and its deriv 
atives occur quite frequently. It is used in contrast to devotio, which 
is considered pejoratively as an external practice. Pietas finds its 
perfection in interiority, in the invisible. "You may evaluate perfect 
piety by this one principle: you should always try to advance from 
things visible to things invisinls 092 

For Erasmus piety meant reverence, devotion, commitment; it enriched 
the concept of humanity by the addition of gentler Christian qualities 
such as compassion, patience, longsuffering, forgiveness, humility, and 
self-effacement. Pietas for Erasmus was a cordial and affective knowl- 
edge of God. Like Augustine's pietas est sapientia, Petrarch's docta 
pietas and Gerson's doctrina secundum pietatem, Erasmus' understanding 
of pietas was directly related to knowledge and was well expressed in 
his Philosophia Christi. Pietas was wisdom defined in the Enchiridion 
as precatio et scientia, knowledge of God activated by prayer. This 
sapientia-pietas was a knowledge of salutares opiniones, of things which 
would assure man of salvation. As the preface to the fifteenth and 
eighteenth editions of the Enchiridion states, the salutares opiniones 
are nothing but the words and deeds of a good, pure and simple life. 


Christ Erasmus depicts as sapientiae auctor, or, better still, wisdom 
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itself. What one must know of him is his law which supplements the 
Mosaic law. This law is crystallized in the action of. the human Christ. 
Beginning as a knowledge of Christ, wisdom becomes an active imitation 
of Christ, whose life on earth was that of a conscious exemplar and 
moral pattern. 4 Pietas is truly a sancta eruditio. 

Erasmus continually stressed that his Christian view of life was more 
a concern of the heart than of understanding, more life itself than 
learning. In the same spirit, he placed his theology in the framework 
of religious behavior. For him the only effective theology was accom- 
panied by piety, since theology and piety are intrinsically bound up 
with one another. His preference for the theological writers of antiq- 
uity was based to a certain extent upon the fact that he considered them 
pious men; they reflected pia doctrina and docta pietas. According to 
Erasmus a true theologian lives the things he reads and preaches. It is 
not enough to comprehend the scriptures with the understanding; he must 
penetrate his own heart as well, for a theologian who does not under- 
stand himself cannot understand truth outside himself. To discover a 
simpler and more pious theology the Christian (theologian) had to return 
to the sources: the scriptures and the writings of the Fathers. 

The substitution of the word pietas for devotio in the early part of 
the Renaissance was not limited to northern Europe. It was already a 
fact for some of the Italian humanists. We find it also in Spain, espe- 
cially in the writings of Juan de valaat In his Dialogo de Doctrina 
Christiana, de Valdes, speaking through the person of the Archbishop 
Pedro de Alba, deplored contradictions between vain devotions and true 
Christianity and lamented the false pharisaism of the time which prided 
itself on external works while diminishing the interior dispositions.” 
In Juan's Commentaries the words pio, impio, piedad and impiedad were 
frequently toye d Piety could be used as a synonym for justifica- 
tion. Piety, justice and faith were M ZINC In his ninth Con- 
sideration Juan outlined in detail his understanding of piety and some 
of its implications: 

All the good works to which we are excited in this life can be 
attributed either to our human nature or to our piety. The fact 
that we are men leads us to sympathize with and help each other; 
that is to say, in all things that belong to the comfort of life. 
Piety leads us to confide in God, to love him, to depend upon him: 


leads us to confide in Christ, to love him and to preach him: 
leads us to modify our fleshly affections and lusts: and leads us 
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to condemn all that the world prizes such as honor, status and 
wealth. On the other hand the person who is decidedly pious, exer- 
cising himself in the practice of duty and incidentally to human- 
ity, practices himself in piety, because his principal design is 
the glory of God which is the characteristic of piety. 

Piety was in the very first place the knowledge of God. "Pious is 
the man who knows God." This knowledge could not be attained by reason- 
ing or science but "by experience and revelation." Valdes made numerous 
connections between piety and religious knowledge, between piety and 
sound and true doctrine. (1 Tim 6:3; Tit 1:1) Piety identified itself 
with religion. It manifested itself principally in the realm of con- 


duct, foreign to all types of vain speculation. For de Valdes the mys- 


tery of piety is Christ himself. (1 Tim 3:6) 


C. Wisdom and Piety 


A careful study of the texts, in particular of the writings of Eras- 
mus, reveals that during the Renaissance most writers concurrently held 
two fundamentally different ideas of wisdom: one, an infused grace of 
God; the other, an acquired virtue. The writers of the Renaissance, 
Erasmus included, accepted the idea of a divine wisdom whose modes and 
objects of knowledge differed from those of acquired and natural wisdom. 

Sapientia remained for many Renaissance writers a revealed knowledge 
of divine things, understood in an explicitly Christian sense. Wisdom 
came from God. According to Erasmus, sapientia is a knowledge of God 
whose very nature is virtue and who is the source of all virtues. 

Wisdom thus flows from God whose central attribute is virtue, from 
a scriptural revelation described as a code of conduct, and from a 
Christ whose function was to illustrate that code by his life. 
For John Colet, Erasmus' friend, Christ is the wisdom of God: "Sapien- 
tia tandem quasi humanata in persona humana. "P! According to Colet wis- 
dom comes from God alone. It is caused by divine illumination and can 
only be grasped by divine illumination. 
This faith is a kind of light infused into the soul of man from the 
divine sun, by which the heavenly virtues are known to be revealed 
without uncertainty or doubt; and it far excels the light of reason 
as certainty does uncertainty. The wisdom of the intellect is 


faith...the illumination and infused light, by which the soul may 
see perfect truths, is faith. 


The tentative secularism of some of the humanists concerning the 
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source and origin of wisdom was paralleled by the profoundly religious 
attitude towards wisdom which emerged in this period. Wisdom itself, 
both on the infused and natural levels, was transformed; what was for- 
merly considered an intellectual virtue became an ethical reality. In- 
deed, sapientia, both infused and natural, became identified with 
ethics; the pursuit of the truth was the pursuit of the "good." This 
pursuit of the good demanded obedience to the fundamental command of 
self-knowledge. Colucio Salutati (t 1404) defined wisdom as the eruditio 
moralis. Beginning as an intellectual eruditio, the concept of sapien- 
tia developed into a moral virtue; once regarded as theoretical knowl- 
edge, now it was understood as probity in action. 

The Petrarchan concept of sapientia contained an incipient moralism 
which became increasingly important in the sixteenth century. Wisdom, 
deserving of its name, could not be separated from virtue. For Erasmus, 
wisdom united the ethical insights of learning with the practice of vir- 
tue. In his Commentary on Corinthians, Colet underlined the fact that 
sapientia was achieved not by an intellectual analysis of ideas, but by 
the passive reception of understanding given by God to those who are 
morally good. Let man seek moral virtue and God would give him truth, ? 

The ethical dimension of sapientia, with its affirmation of the pri- 
macy of the will and love, led to a greater emphasis on the experiential 
dimensions of the knowledge of God and also to the development of rhet- 
oric. Wisdom had the responsibility, not merely of demonstrating the 
truth of given realities, but of directing people to a better life. 
Hence a rhetorical dimension was added to wisdom. A persuasive wisdom 
was required,one which would bring men to guide their lives according to 
its teachings. 

This short history of two important words in the vocabulary of Chris- 
tian spirituality has clarified both the continuity and discontinuity 
between the Devotio Moderna and the spiritualities of the early Renais- 
sance. This discontinuity is exemplified by the substitution of the 
word pietas for devotio. What is really indicative of the originality 
of the Renaissance spirituality beyond that of the Devotio Moderna is 
its identification of pietas with wisdom, that is, the knowledge of God. 
Although the Renaissance authors shared the objections of the Devotio 
Moderna against the eruditio of the scholastics, they in no way opposed 


learning. True piety was a sancta eruditio. For them a false knowledge 
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of God was the greatest danger to a spiritual life since it made man's 
obligation of worship impossible to fulfill. Petrarch's concept of 
docta pietas and Gerson's doctrina secundum pietatem, Lefèvre's theolo- 
gia vivificans and Erasmus' philosophia Christi all were expressions of 
the same concern. They attempted a synthesis of piety with true knowl- 
edge of God, a knowledge which in no way left aside acquired knowledge. 
Without knowledge, both acquired and received, the true worship of God 
and the spiritual life could not be attained. Calvin would use pietas 
as the word to express his own spirituality. In so doing, he placed 
himself to some extent in the tradition of the Renaissance. 

The integral relation existing between pietas and the knowledge of 
God posed more sharply the question of the epistemological structure of 


spirituality. It is here that Calvin offered some valuable solutions. 
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CHAPTER IV 
THE SPIRITUALITY OF JOHN CALVIN: ITS GENESIS, DYNAMICS AND CONTENT 


A. Spirituality in Calvin's Early Writings 


It is the purpose of this chapter to present Calvin's spirituality 
within the context of his cultural and historical background and to in- 
vestigate the major influences on the formation of his religious thought. 
I will begin by outlining the main characteristics of Calvin's initial 
spirituality, expressed in his earliest writings: the Institutes of 
1536, the Institutes of 1539, and the Reply to Sadoleto of 1539.1 This 
will be followed by a systematic development of the major themes of John 
Calvin's spirituality, drawing on the principal sources, especially the 
Commentaries. 

The fundamental aspects of John Calvin's spirituality are already 
present in the first edition of the Institutes (1536) which Calvin pre- 
faced with a confessional address to King Francis I of France. The In- 
stitutes of 1536 was a small booklet, a libellus. The 1536 title page 
bore the inscription "Christianae Religionis Institutio." A remarkable 
continuation of the title, which admittedly could have been added by the 
publisher rather than by Calvin himself, is very indicative of the con- 
tent: 

Containing almost the whole sum of piety and everything it is 

necessary to know in the doctrine of salvation, a work very well 

worth reading by all those who love piety and very recently pub- 

lished.? 
The word "Institutio," which in its Latin sense signifies "instruction," 
can also be translated "manual" or, more exactly, "summary," according 
to the publisher's use: totam fere pietatis Summam. In other words, 
here was a book that professed to teach the elements of Christian reli- 
gion. The important words in this introduction were Summam pietatis. 
They expressed the purpose of the Institutes, reaffirmed in the first 
words of Calvin's letter to King Francis I: 

My intention is only to offer some basic rudiments (rudimenta) 


through which those who feel some interest in religion (studio reli- 
gionis) might be trained to true piety (ad veram pietatem). 


The first words of an important document such as a letter to Francis I, 
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a letter which defined the purpose of the Institutes, were carefully 
chosen and count as indicative of what was most important to John Calvin. 
In his preface of the Commentary on the Psalms, moreover, Calvin, speak- 
ing about his conversion, again affirmed the source and purpose of this 
theological writing: 
Having therefore received some taste and knowledge of true piety I 
| was suddenly fired with such a great desire to advance that even 
i though I did not forsake the other studies entirely I nonetheless 
worked at them more slackly. 
The spirituality of John Calvin from the very beginning was expressed in 
terms of pietas and eruditio. 
The Institutes of 1536 was made up of six chapters. Of the six chap- 
ters, four were devoted respectively to the Law, the Creed, the Lord's 
Prayer, and the Sacraments of Baptism and the Lord's Supper. This con- 
formed to the classical pattern of the then existing catechism. The 
last two chapters were polemical in nature and dealt respectively with 
false sacraments and Christian liberty. 
The first chapter of the 1536 Institutes opened with this sentence: 
One might say that the whole of sacred doctrine (summa fere sacrae 
doctrinae) consists of these two parts: knowledge of God and of 
ourselves (cognitione Dei ac nostri). 
We have knowledge of God when we recognize Him as the source of all wis- 
dom, and believe that "all things in heaven and on earth have been made 
for His Glory These two affirmations imply a response from us of 
obedience and service. 
Knowledge of ourselves implies recognition of our humble state, of 
our primitive state of righteousness, and of the result of the fall in 
which "this image, this godlikeness was cancelled, effaced! es The re- 
sult of this cancellation is that there is nothing left of man save 
“ignorance, iniquity, impotence, death and judgment, stripped and de- 
prived (as he is) of all wisdom and righteousness n? And yet even in 
this sad state we have to honor God. 
Yet the very thing we cannot supply, we do not cease to owe. As 
God's PTPARUXSE: we should serve His honor and His glory, obey His 
commandments. 

The only way to fulfill our obligations in our present state is through 


Christ: 
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In Christ our Lord, God gives us all these benefits: free forgive- 
ness of sins, peace and reconciliation to God, gifts and graces of 
the Holy Spirit,,..Apart from him we are nothing...in him we become 
God's children el ; 

The result of true knowledge of God and of ourselves is humble depend- 
ence upon God, expressed in the form of true worship, which is the 
authentic pietas. "From it we learn to humble ourselves, cast ourselves 
before God, seek his mercy. "1? 

The summary of the Institutes of 1536 reviews the major themes of 
Calvin's spirituality. Knowledge of God and of man; the necessity of 
honoring the glory of God, demanding,on the part of man, faith, service 
and obedience; total dependence upon God's word incarnated in Christ, 
and the practical attitude of man expressed in piety and worship. 

The theme of the knowledge of God and self, while treated only briefly 
in the two opening paragraphs of the edition of 1536, was basic in the 
mind of John Calvin and assumed a central importance in later editions 
of the Institutes. This knowledge is revelational in nature, the fruit 
of the word of God incarnate, a word full of power. "God's word which 
promises us these things is power and trociuet? The word of God is the 
foundation of the Christian life, sufficient in itself as the source of 
all life. It is the word spoken by and in Christ, the verbum christi s 
This word becomes the norm and criterion of all truth and justice. 
Nothing can be added or taken away from this vord ae It is evident that 
Calvin's first synthesis gives an important place to the person of 
Christ. He is truly our wisdom, the source of our justice and the 
ground of our eee d At various times Calvin described Christ as the 
wisdom of God and man. This seems to have been a recurrent theme. 1? 

L Real knowledge of God and therefore of ourselves is possible only in the 
Sons Christ is truly the solus mediator, the "only way which leads to 
the Father. is This doctrine of solus Christus, Christ as sole mediator 
and unique way, led Calvin to emphasize the need for an imitation of 
Christ. But to imitate him was not simply to copy his actions; it was 
to be inserted into the mysteries of Christ's life, death and resurrec- 
tion. 

Another benefit of baptism is that it shows us our mortification in 

Christ and new life in him. "Know you not,' says the apostle, 


'that as many of us as were baptised into Jesus Christ, were bap- 
tised into his death? Therefore we are buried with him by baptism 
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into death,' that we "should walk in newness of life' (Rom. vi.3, 
4). By these words, he not only exhorts us to imitation of Christ, 
as if he had said, that we are admonished by baptism, in like man- 
ner as Christ died, to die to our lusts, and as he rose, to rise to 
righteousness; but he traces the matter much higher, that Christ by 
baptism has made us partakers of his death, engrafting us into it. 
And as the twig derives substance and nourishment from the root to 
which it is attached, so those who receive baptism with true faith 
truly feel the efficacy of Christ's death in the mortification of 
their flesh, and the efficacy of his resurrection in the quickening 
of the Spirit. On this he founds his exhortation, that if we are 
Christians we should be dead unto sin, and alive unto righteous- 
ness. 

The importance given to the mediation of Christ underlines the pri- 
macy of the Father in Calvin's thought. He expressed this primacy in 
terms of the glory of God and of our need to worship and obey the father. 
In all of the Institutes, the concept of the glory of God is present; ^? 
The first sentence directly affirms that God alone is God, that every- 

^ : : 23 ; 
thing that is not God exists to serve the glory of God. And His glory 
should be constantly before our eyes. 

It is appropriate that we should have before our eyes the sole 

glory of God, and it must be the constant object of our prayers.?4 
The importance of the glory of God leads directly to the basic need for 
man to worship God, a worship that expresses itself in service and 
praise. 

When true worship is seen as man's most fundamental need, false wor- 
ship, the transference of God's glory and praise to some other object, 
becomes the worst possible sin. This transference is essentially super- 
stition and idolatry. It is directly opposed to the service of the 

2 
glory of God. 6 For the glory of God cannot ever be transferred to the 
sacraments or any visible reality; and any movement in this direction is 
27 ; ; : : rt 
idolatry. Evident here is Calvin's radical opposition to the Mass and 
to the adoration of the blessed sacrament, practices which he considered 
dh $ 28 
superstitious and idolatrous. 

Superstition and idolatry are obviated by a true concept of worship 
and adoration which respects the glory of God. Such worship must be 
spiritual, since God is spirit. "Adoremus Deum qui spiritus est, in 
spiritu et RIE Co We adore God who is spirit, in spirit and in 


Crue. 


Pietas is the comprehensive term which for Calvin designates the 
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right attitude of man towards God, an attitude which implies true knowl- | 
edge and true worship. This word, as mentioned above, Calvin used in | 


the very first lines of his letter to the king.” It was also the very 
31 


last word of the Institutes of 1536. God the Father was the object of 
3 ; 32 r : T ow. 
this pietas, and Christ was our unique model and exemplar in its prac- 
: 33 
tice. 


Pietas is not given to man ready-made. It is only acquired with 
great effort on the part of man, and must be pursued with zeal (the pie- 
tatis SIUN Christian life is a continual exercise in pietas. 
"Because they have been called to holiness, the entire life of all Chris- 
tians must be an exercise in Discos ua The importance of pietas for 
Calvin is further underlined by the importance he gives to its opposite, 
impietas.  Impietas is profoundly sacrilegious.  "Impiety profanes and 
pollutes the very name of Eod ras 

Calvin's reply to Sadoleto's letter to the Genevans was to some ex- 
tent a personal defense and expressed and underlined the major themes of 
the Institutes of 1536. Here again Calvin reaffirmed the predominance 
of the Word and obedience to the Word. 

..Ours is the obedience which, while it disposes us to listen to 
our elders and superiors, tests all obedience by the word of God; 
in fine, ours be the church whose supreme care it is humbly and re- 
ligiously to venerate the word of God and submit to its authority.37 
There is no other source of light or truth than the Worals? The Word 
became the criterion and norm for all doctrines. 
The Spirit goes before the church, to enlighten her in understand- 


ing the Word, while the Word itself is like the Lydian stone by 
which you test all doctrines... 


What the Word teaches is respect for the glory of God. 


Whatever I felt assured that I had learned from thy mouth, I de- 
sired to dispense faithfully to the church. Assuredly the thing at 
which I chiefly aimed and for which I most religiously labored was 
that the glory of your goodness and justice, after dispersing the 
mists by which it was formerly obscured, might shine forth conspicu- 
ous, that the virtue and blessings of your Ghrist, all glosses 

being wiped away, might be fully displayed. 


The theme of the glory of God predominates in Calvin's reply to Sado- 
leto. Here he describes Christian life in terms of "illustrating the 


glory of God." 
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The prime motive of his existence is zeal to illustrate the glory 
of God. For we are born first of all for God, and not for our- 
selves.41 


Commitment to the glory of God expresses itself in the life of the 


believer in true worship. True worship is central to the Christian life. 


I have also no difficulty in conceding to you that there is nothing 
more perilous to our salvation than a preposterous and perverse 
worship of God. The primary rudiments by which we are wont to 
train to piety those whom we wish to gain as disciples to Christ 
are these: not to frame any new worship of God for themselves at 
random, and after their own pleasure, but to know that the only 
legitimate worship is that which he himself approved from the begin- 
ning. For we maintain what the sacred oracle declared that obedi- 
ence is more excellent than any sacrifice. In short we train them 
by every means to be contented with the one rule of worship which 
they have received from his mouth and bid adieu to all fictitious 
worship. 


Fictitious worship is characterized by externalism and leads to the com- 
plete deterioration of true piety. 
In the sacraments, all we have attempted is to restore the native 
purity from which they had degenerated, and so enable them to re- 
sume their dignity. Ceremonies we have in a great measure abol- 
ished, but we were compelled to do so; partly because by their 
multitude they are degenerated into a kind of Judaism, partly be- 
cause they had filled the minds of the people with superstition, 
and could not possibly remain without doing the greatest injury to 
the piety which it was their office to promote. Still we have re- 
tained those which seemed sufficient for the circumstances of the 
times 43 
In the preceding text we have the motivation behind Calvin's radical 
opposition to many of the sacraments and in a special fashion to the 
mass, described by Calvin as "missae abominationem." Over-insistence 
on the carnal and on the external led to the great peril of "trans- 
ferring to others the glory which you claim for your own najesty ^14 
Here again in the Reply to Sadoleto as in the Institutes of 1536, 
Calvin's spirituality was expressed in terms of pietas. The intention 
was to avoid what for Calvin was a very serious danger, the superstition 
: : , 45 
and idolatry endemic to any outward emotionalism. 
The 1539 edition of the Institutes was a new Latin edition consider- 
ably enlarged, containing seventeen chapters. The last chapter, which 
underwent no modification in the course of later editions, was in effect 


a theological study of the Christian life. In this small treatise 


Calvin stated his purpose in the following fashion: 
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For me it will be sufficient to point out the method by which a 
pious man (vir pius) may be taught how to frame his life aright, 
and briefly lay down some universal rules by which he may not im- 
properly regulate his conduct, 


Calvin began by viewing the life of the Christian in terms of God's 


call to holiness. 


But what better foundation can it begin than by reminding us that 
we must be holy, because God is holy. 


This holiness demands of us that we have no fellowship with wickedness 
and impiety. In our pilgrimage toward holiness Christ is our vivifying 


model. 


Christ, through whom we have returned to favor with God, is set be- 
fore us as a model, the image of which our selves should express. 48 


Engrafted into the body of Christ, we must exclude any defilement or 
impiety "in order to show forth the glory of God." 4? 
We cannot appropriate Christ as our model nor hope to be engrafted 
into him without a true knowledge of him. This knowledge is not purely 

conceptual, but is a doctrine of life (doctrina vitae), a doctrine at 


the source of our salvation. 


None have intercourse with Christ but those who have acquired a 
true knowledge of him from the Gospel....Doctrine is not an affair 
of the tongue but of the life; it is not apprehended by the intel- 
lect and the memory merely, like other branches of learning; but is 
received only when it possesses the whole soul, and finds its seeds 
and avocation in the inmost recesses of the heart....To doctrine in 
which our religion is contained we have given the first place, 
since by it our salvation commences; but it must be transfused into 
the breast, and passed into the conduct and so transform us into 
itself, as not to prove unfruitful....The gospel ought to penetrate 
the inmost affections of the heart, fix its seat in the soul, and 
pervade the whole man a bundred times more than the frigid dis- 
courses of philosophers. 


This true and lived doctrine leads to an integral worship (integrita- 
tem cultus). Integrity is not immediately given, but must be gradually 
acquired, for the Christian life is one of progress, a process of spir- 
itual growth toward a full fellowship with God. 

No one will travel so badly as not daily to make some degree of 
progress. This, therefore, let us never cease to do, that we may 
daily advance in the way of the Lord; and let us not despair be- 
cause of the slender measure of success. How little soever the 


success may correspond with our wish, our labor is not lost when 
today is better than yesterday, provided with true singleness of 
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mind, we keep our aim, and aspire to the goal, not speaking flatter- 
ing things to ourselves, nor indulging our vices, but making it our 
constant endeavor to become better, until we attain to goodness 
itself. If during the whole course of our lives we seek and follow, 
we shall attain it, when relieved from the_infirmity of flesh we 

are admitted to full fellowship with God. 

The long road toward full fellowship with God is characterized accord- 
ing to Calvin by self-denial, which he expresses as bearing a cross 
after the pattern of our Lord. Self-denial is demanded of us if we are 
to serve the glory of God. 

The great point, then, is that we are consecrated and dedicated to 

God (Nos esse Deo consecratos ac dedicatos) and therefore should 

not henceforth think, speak, design or act without a view to his 

glory. 
Calvin insisted that we have been made sacred, that we are not ours, but 
the Lord's. "Nostri non sumus, sed Domini" s Not being our own then, 
we must devote "the whole energy of our minds to the service of God nu 
This service is by no means limited to external formalism but demands a 
complete submission to the Holy Spirit. Calvin understood this relation- 
ship of man to God in terms of Christian philosophy (Christiana philoso- 
phia). 

But Christian philosophy bids her (reason) give place and yield 

complete submission to the Holy Spirit, so that pan himself no 

longer lives, but Christ lives and rules in him. 

Self-denial and mortification are accomplished in charity towards the 
other. "We shall succeed in mortifying ourselves if we fulfill all the 
duties of charity as While Calvin seems at times to speak in terms of 
the medieval contemptus mundi, he had a positive view of the present 
life which in many ways can be enjoyed even in the process of self- 
denial. 

Still the contempt which believers should train themselves to feel 
for the present life must not be a kind to beget hatred of it or 
ingratitude to God. This life, though abounding in all kinds of 
wretchedness, is Jugyly classed among divine blessings which are 
not to be despised.? 
This earth is a gift of God and demands on our part an attitude of 
thanksgiving. Nevertheless, compared to eternal life, this worldly life 


must be in some way disdained and condemned. 


If heaven is our country, what can the earth be but a place of exile? 
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If departure from the world is entrance into life, what is the 
world but a sepulchre, and what is residence in it but immersion in 
death? If to be free from the body is tg gain full possession of 
freedom, what is the body but a prison? 

Life on earth is a pilgrimage, a journey which demands the proper in- 
tegration of the use of earthly pleasures and the service of God. 

This the Lord prescribes by his word, when he tells us that to his 
people the present life is a kind of pilgrimage by which they 
hasten to the heavenly kingdom. If we are only to pass through the 
earth, there can be no doubt that we are to use its y only 
insofar as they assist our progress, rather than retard it. 9 
True piety demands the ability to be able to cope with privation and 
abundance. 
Let it be the aim of all who have any unfeigned desire for piety to 
learn after the example of the Apostle both £0 be full and to be 
hungry, both to abound and to suffer need. 

So there is tension between the two lives. 

This brief survey of the early works of Calvin indicates the exis- 
tence of a coherent spirituality expressed in terms of pietatis studium 
or philosophia Christiana. This spirituality contains a method and some 
general rules regulating the conduct of all Christians desirous of 
attaining hat ihesaen 

Spirituality is usually understood as the process of sanctification 
in the concrete life of a believer. This concept presupposes certain 
theological a prioris, such as the distinction between justification and 
sanctification, the possibility of progress in sanctification, the con- 
cept of a gradual perfection to be attained and the acceptance of the 
existence of ways and means of attaining such a perfection. These theo- 


logical a prioris are present in the early thought of John Calvin. 


B. Justification and Sanctification: The Theological A Prioris of John 


Calvin's Spirituality 


It was Luther's doctrine of the justification of the sinner that had 
previously led to a denial of any spirituality in the doctrine of the 
Reformation. Luther had spoken of our salvation as being grounded in 
the alien righteousness of God which signifies the merits of Jesus 
Christ and not our own worthiness. But in the different existing cur- 


rents of spirituality, mystical and otherwise, of that period 
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justification was understood not as a forensic imputation of righteous- 
ness but as an inner transformation. Justice or holiness in the senæ of 
an objective and ontological making holy brought about by God was under- 
stood as the foundation for the subjective and progressive sanctifica- 
tion of man. 

Of central importance in this whole question of the presence or ab- 
sence of a sprituality among the Reformers is the distinction introduced 
by Calvin between justification and sanctification. While acknowledging 
the logical priority of justification Calvin underlined its inseparable 
connection with sanctification: if justification is genuine, it is pro- 


longed into a sanctification which is effective externally. 


How is it we are justified by faith? Because by faith we take hold 
of the justice of Christ, which alone reconciles us to God. But we 
cannot take hold of this without taking hold, at the same time, of 
sanctification. For he is given to us as our justice, wisdom, 
sanctification, redemption (1 Cor. I, 30), Therefore, Christ jus- 
tifies no one without also sanctifying him. For these benefits are 
joined by an eternal bond, so that whom he enlightens by his wisdom 
he redeems, whom he redeems he justifies, whom he justifies he 
sanctifies. But, since the whole question only touches justice and 
sanctification, we will confine ourselves to them. Though we may 
distinguish one from the other, Christ contains them both without 
division. Do you, then, desire to obtain justice in Christ? You 
must first possess Christ. But you cannot possess him without par- 
ticipating in his sanctification, for he cannot be torn apart. 
Since, therefore, the Lord never gives us the enjoyment of these 
benefits without giving us himself, he gives us both at the same 
time; never one without the other. Thus we see how true it is that 
we are not justified without works, but yet not by works, since our 
participation in Christ by which we are justified includes sancti- 
fication as well as justice. ©2 


Justification is an external change in relation; it is a juridical act 
concerning the state of man before God. Sanctification effects a change 
within the person; it takes place within the interior of man for an 
inner renewal. Justification is based on what Christ has done for us; 
sanctification is based on what he does within us. 
Justification and sanctification are the twofold fruits of faith. 
Christ lives in us in two ways. The one life consists in governing 
us by his Spirit and directing all our actions, the other in making 


us partakers of his righteousness, so that while we can do nothing 
of ourselves, we are accepted in the sight of Goa. 63 


Justification for Calvin was 
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the acceptance with which God receives us into his favor as right- 
eous men and...consists in the remission of sins and the imputation 
of Christ's righteousness. 64 


This righteousness is obtained by imputation, for we are justified 


not because faith infuses into us a habit or quality, but because 
we are accepted by God. Strictly speaking then, our righteousness 
is nothing other than God's pre-acceptance of us. 

Sanctification, on the other hand, is the continuing regenerative 
work of the Holy Spirit in us. Sanctification is a continual re-making 
of man by the Holy Spirit, a work which implies a gradual process lead- 
ing to the ultimate end, holiness. Sanctification is only begun here on 
earth, while justification is perfect from the very first moment of its 
reception. It is as perfect as the righteousness of Christe.” 

Although differentiated, for Calvin, justification and sanctification 
were inseparably joined together. While justification is really the 
imputation of righteousness, sanctification is the process of continual 
struggle on the part of man with the assistance of the Holy Spirit 
toward the restoration of the image of God ol According to Calvin, jus- 
tification is not only the initial moment of the process toward the 
restoration of the image of God, but it accompanies the process. 

The gratuitous pardon of sins is given to us not only once, but is 
a benefit perpetually residing in the church, that it may be daily 
offered to the faithful...thus it is, that all the saints have need 


of the daily forgiveness of sins, for this alone keeps us in the 
family of God. 98 


Therefore it is necessary for us to ask for this blessing not just 
once, but to hold to it throughout life...the faithful, then, have 
no other righteousness, even to the end of life, than that which is 
here described.9? 
Therefore the restoration of the image of God involves two mutually re- 
lated dimensions. 
Our salvation consists of these two parts, that God rules us by his 
Spirit and reforms us to his image through the whole course of life 
and also that he buries all sins. 70 
For Calvin justification and sanctification are effected continually in 
the Christian; they co-exist in dialectical tension. 
The dialectical tension of justification and sanctification implies 


ongoing process and progress. 
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This restoration is not accomplished either in a minute of this time 
nor in a day, nor in a year, but God abolishes the corruption of 
the flesh in his elect in a continuous succession of time and in- 
deed little by little; he does not cease to cleanse them of their 
filth, to dedicate them to himself as temples, to reform their 
senses of true piety, so that they exercise themselves all their 
lives in penitence, and know that this would never come to an end 
until death.71 
Calvin's understanding of the relationship between sanctification and 
justification implied an idea of growth which become predominant in his 
TN 3 72 : 
concept of the spiritual life. Progress toward perfection should be 
the constant aim of a christian In fact, according to Calvin, "the 
highest perfection of the godly in this life is an earnest desire to 
make progress" s For sanctification is a process which is accomplished 
j : P 2 agg i 
through the course of an entire life, perfected only in death. In 
fact, 
our life is a road on which we must continue to march until we come 
to our Lord Jesus Christ. Thus the kingdom of God must increase in 
us more and more. / 

The increase of the Kingdom of God within the justified man and his 
daily progress toward perfection are made possible through genuine sub- 
jective possession of Christ. Only through union with Christ do we par- 
take of the blessing of Christ: this is the insitio in Christum where 
justification and sanctification are intimately linked. 

Communion with Christ, the insitio in Christum, is an indispensable 
condition for receiving the grace that God gives to man. There is no 
possible union with God without being grafted into Christ. Now, the 
purpose of sanctification is ultimately a perfect union with God. 

The chief good of man is nothing else but union with God; this is 
attained when we are formed according to him as our exemplar./7 
But this end is not attained unless man is united to Christ. In fact, 
the whole process of sanctification is not possible without a prior 
union with Christ. 
...It is also said that we are grafted into him, and that we are 
clothed with him, because nothing that he possesses belongs to us... 
until we have been made one with him. 
This incipient union with Christis the necessary condition for the 


spiritual life and Calvin described it forcibly. He preferred to 
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describe the intensity of this union by his use of the word grafted (in 
French, enter) 7° In his commentary on Romans, he defined this word 
enter as expressing not only conformity of example, but a real union 
through which man passes from his nature to Chrisets.°° Through this 
grafting on Christ man is made one substance with him. 
We expect salvation from him, not because he stands aloof from us, 
but because in grafting us onto his body he not only makes us par- 


takers of all his benefits, but also we become one substance with 
him. 
Calvin wrote of this as a mystical union. 
Therefore, to that union of the head and members, the residence of 
Christ in our hearts, in fine a mystical union (in Latin, mystica; 
in French, union sacrée) we assign the highest rank.8 
This mystical union was described in terms of a marriage between man and 
christ: 
To this union alone it is owing that, in regard to us, the gracious 
has not come in vain. To this is to be referred that sacred mar- 
riage, by which we become bone of his bone, and flesh of his 
flesh.93 
Calvin used the marriage analogy more than once to describe the union 
which exists between the Christian and Christ. "Under the figure and 
similitude of marriage, the sacred union which makes us one with 
Christ." The nature of this union described under the analogy of the 
mystical marriage is somewhat difficult to understand. It is quite evi- 
dent that Calvin was not speaking here of absorption into Christ or of 
total identification with Christ. This union must allow the integral 
subsistence of the properties of man and of Christ, although we are 


485 "Even 


united to Christ "more closely than our limbs with the body. 
as he is one with regard to the Father, we become one in regard to him:;P? 
While Calvin employed powerful physical imagery, it is clear that he was 
not speaking of an essential unity of Christ with his believers. Rather 
he was describing a mystical union, by which he meant an intimate and 
personal union with Christ, a union realized without confusion of per- 
sons, but which transforms us into an ever more perfect image of Bod 
While we should not interpret this in pantheistic terms as implying 
a mixing of divinity and humanity, nor in terms of a substantial union, 


we should consider this union a communion at the deepest level and not 
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simply à harmony of wills. Having based his concept of justification 
and sanctification on the doctrine of union and incorporation in Christ, 
Calvin preserved in his spirituality a genuine mystical element. 1 In 
so doing he treated the subjective experience of God as a real founda- 
tion for doctrine. 

Calvin's doctrine of justification and sanctification stressed anew 
the dynamic operation of the Holy Spirit in the spiritual life. The 
Spirit is the living bond between the Heavenly Christ and all who are 
united with Him. In the mystery of the Ascension, Christ took his human 
nature beyond this earth. The Holy Spirit became the living bond be- 
tween Christ and man. He brought down to us what Christ is and became a 
Christ for us. He has engrafted us into the living Christ. 

To this is to be referred that sacred marriage, by which we become 
bone of his bone, and flesh of his flesh, and so one with him, for 
it is by the Spirit alone that he unites himself to us. By the 


same grace and energy of the Spirit we become his members, so that 
he keeps us under him, and we in our turn possess him. 


The Lord by his Spirit bestows upon us the blessings of being one 
with him in soul and body, and spirit. The bond of that connection 
therefore is the spirit of Christ who unites us to him, and is a 
kind OE channe. by which everything that Christ has and is is given 
to us. 


Calvin never tired of repeating that the Holy Spirit is the bond of our 
91 


union with Christ. 
Proceeding from the Father and the Son, the Holy Spirit preserves 
what has been constituted, sustains and animates what has been given. 
The Holy Spirit sustains, quickens and vivifies all things in 
heaven and on earth...in all things transfusing his vigor and in- 
spiring them with being, life and motion. 22 
The Spirit has not merely a sustaining influence but he is himself the 
source of those gifts necessary for a full, sanctified life. 
Paul plainly testifies that judgment and knowledge and gentleness 
and all other gifts proceed from one source. For it is the office 


of the Spirit to put forth and exercise the power of God by con- 
ferring new gifts upon man, and distributing them among them. 


It is the work of the Holy Spirit that consecrates us to Christ. 


: yee 94 
"For while by nature we are unholy, the Spirit consecrates us to God." 


It is the Spirit who forms and readies us to yield ourselves to God. 
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No one is fit to offer sacrifices or any other service (cultum) to 
God but he who has been molded (formatus) by the hidden operation 

of the Spirit. Willingly indeed we offer ourselves in our all to 

God, and build his temples: but whence does voluntary action come 
except that the Lord subdues us and thus renders us teachable and 

obedient. 95 


The Holy Spirit also has an ecclesial function. 


All the elect are so united in Christ that as they are dependent on 
one head, they also grow together into one body, being joined in 
this together as are the limbs of the body. They are made truly 
one since they live toggther in one faith, hope and love, and in 
the same Spirit of God. 


The Holy Spirit distributes the gifts of the head to the members, 


Through his activity the Spirit makes the Church the locus of sanctifi- 


cation. 


The word church is used in the sacred scriptures in two senses. 
Sometimes when they mention a church, they understand that which is 
really such in the sight of God (coram Deo) into which none are re- 
ceived but those who are children of God by the grace of adoption, 
and by sanctification of the Spirit are the true members of Christ. 
And then it comprehends not only the saints who dwell on earth, but 
all who are elect from the beginning of the world. 


The Church as locus of sanctification and the work of the Spirit is 

essentially an inward and interior reality. The kingdom of Christ which 

for Calvin was the Church?” is spiritual and not external. 
He means that they are greatly mistaken who seek with the eyes of 
the flesh the kingdom of God, which is in no respect carnal or 
earthly, for it is nothing else than the inward and spiritual re- 
newal of the soul. From the nature of the kingdom itself he shows 
that they are altogether wrong who look around here or there in 
order to observe visible marks. That restoration of the church he 
tells us which God has promised must be looked for within, for by 


quickening his elect into the heavenly newness of life, he estab- 
lishes his kingdom within them. 1 


C. Sanctification as the Restoration of God's Image in Man and his 


World. The Concept of Order and the Spiritual Life 


Calvin considered the process of sanctification with its explicit 
christological and pneumatological emphases, as the restoration of the 
image of God and the original order. 

Already in the beginning Adam was created in the image of God, in 


order that he might present the righteousness of God as in a mirror, 
but because that image has been effaced by sin, it must now be 
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restored in Christ. However in truth the regeneration of the 
faithful is no other thing than the restoration of the image of God 
in them,101 


God the Father, who as he has reconciled us to himself in his 
anointed, has impressed his image upon us, to which he would have 
us to be conformed. 
According to Calvin, "in the beginning," the image of God was manifested 
"by light of intellect, rectitude of heart and the soundness of every 
parte” Reflecting the divine righteousness as a mirror ("Adam was at 
first created after the image of God, and reflected as in a mirror the 


divine righteousness man lived in ordered relation to his fellow 


creatures and his énvironments 205 
The image of God in man expresses itself through order. It is not 

something static impressed on man, but is expressed dynamically by man 
living in response to God's grace. Calvin's concepts of the image of 
God and of order were interchangeable. The concept of order was a fun- 
damental category in Calvin's theology. It served as a vehicle for 
much of his thought; and viewed from the standpoint of this central 
idea, a great deal of his spirituality can best be pp eee LE Cal- 
vin held that all things are ordered according to the movement of God's 
grace in creation and redemption. The order of creation gives to every 
creature, and to man particularly, his destiny and reason for existence. 
In this order man lives in rectitude and integrity. Here men are called 
to follow the "law of their creation and live in the genuine Céder «i04 
Genuine order, whether in the cosmos or in man, or in government (or 
politics) is a reflection of God's glory. 

There is presented to us in the whole order of nature the most 

abundant matter for showing forth the glory of God...But David here 

with great propriety commends the special grace toward the human 

race; for this, of all the subjects which come under our contempla- 

tion, is the brightest mirror in which we may perceive his glory 108 
Through the Fall the original order of creation was disrupted and the 
image of God disfigured. 

Although we grant that the image of God was not overly effaced and 

destroyed in him, it Ware oueYere so corrupted that anything which 

remains is fearfully deformed. 


That man does not seek God's glory in his own action is the clearest 


proof of this disorder. 110 Calvin explained that in the defection of 
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the first man "a whole order of creation was inverted," L From then on 


he lives in an inverted order of creation. Evil arises as man inverts 
and abandons the God-given order by turning from dependence on God to 
dependence on himself. He takes the rectitude with which he was blessed 
and ascribes it to himself, making it a curse. The root of defection is 
infidelity or faithlessness. "Infidelity was the root of all defection, 
just as faith alone unites us to AE According to Calvin, were we 
but rightly composed in obedience to God all the elements of creation 
would sing to us and we should hear in the world the angelic Melody MP 
Unbelief on the part of man, ingratitude, disobedience, concupiscence, 
are the very roots of man's defection. 

The whole purpose of redemption, and of the process of sanctifica- 
tion especially, is the restoration of a lost order, of the image of God 
in man. God in his changelessness has not abandoned his desire and will 
for order in the world. 

It is the glory of our faith that God, the creator of the world, 
in no wey OIPIDURIAS the order which he himself at first estab- 
lished. 
The work of Christ is precisely to restore man to order by renewing in 
him the image of God. 
Christ is the most perfect image of God into which we are so re- 


newed as to bear the image of God in knowledge, purity, righteous- 
ness and true holiness.!15 


Adam was first created after the image of God, and reflected as in 
a mirror the divine righteousness; and that image having been de- 
faced by sin must now be restored in Christ. The regeneration of 
the godly is indeed...nothing else than the formation anew of the 
image of God in them.. .116 
How central these categories of order and image of God are becomes 
apparent when we see how they govern Calvin's description of the Chris- 
tian life as a life of obedience. At the same time, they clearly under- 
line the predominant role of the Father in the process of sanctification 
and lead us at the same time to a better understanding of the nature of 
the imitation of Christ. 
A Christian is elected to order and fulfills his purpose as he takes 
his place in the harmonious structure of God's order. The whole chapter 
on Christian life in Calvin's Institutes is simply a description of the 


true order that should govern man. The word "religion," fundamental in 
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the mind of Calvin, means to gather, to bind up again, and thus true re- 
ligion implies an orderliness which is lacking in superstition. 

..the name is used in opposition to vagrant licence--the greater 
part of mankind rashly taking up whatever first comes in their way, 
whereas piety, that it may stand with a firm step, confines itself 
within due bounds. In the same way superstition seems to take its 
name from its not being contented with the measures which reason 
prescribes, but accumulating a superfluous mass of vanities.ll7 

Piety, the predominant category of Calvin's spirituality, is the atti- 
tude of a man integrated within God's order: a pious person is one who 
has taken his place within God's order. 

To take one's place within God's order means to depend on God alone 
in obedience and belief in God's goodness and solicitude, in movement 
away from oneself and towards God, and in gratitude. 

If we do not begin with this point, calling upon our God, it is to 
pervert all order. So then let us learn that the principal exer- 
cise and study that the faithful ought to have in this world is to 
run to their God, and, while acknowledging that he is the fountain 
of all blessings, seek good in him. 1 

With this concept of order Calvin established the sovereignty of God 
at the very center and origin of all spiritual. God is the unique cause 
of our salvation, the author of our faith, the only source of any good 
we may accomplish. 

All the good qualities which believers possess are due to God. In 
using the term 'all' he (St. Paul) certainly makes God the author 
of spiritual life from its beginning to its end. 

Apart from the confidence generated in the faithful by the sover- 
eignty of God experienced in his election, another direct consequence of 
this principle of God's absolute sovereignty is man's discovery that he 
does not belong to himself. God must come first, before everything, 
before ourselves. This means that the honor of God is more important 
than our own individual salvation. For Calvin the ultimate end of his- 
tory was not the salvation of man, but the glory of God. In fact, one 
of Calvin's fundamental intuitions is expressed in the saying, soli Deo 
gloria. Nothing in creation should ever obscure this glory. The final 
cause of creation and every manifestation of the divine will is the 
glorification of God. Everything in creation, good or evil, must con- 
tribute to this glory. Every created being must work for the glory of 
God. 
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The great point, that is, that we are consecrated and dedicated to 

God and therefore should hence forward not think, speak, desire or 

act without a view to his glory.120 
Therefore, the believer is not preoccupied with the question of his 
salvation, however legitimate such a concern may be. For the man who 
concentrates on his salvation makes his ultimate goal himself and thus 
reduces God to the means to a personal end. The faithful man, on the 
other hand, lives for the glory of God, and because he does not give 
first place to his own salvation he finds it, since salvation consists 
in returning to God his rightful primacy. In reality, it is not man who 
glorifies God, but God who glorifies himself in the faithfulness of his 
servants. 

In so insisting on the notion of the divine order, Calvin indicates 
clearly the pre-eminence the Father has in his theology. Christ is the 
pattern of order, the Holy Spirit its restorer; but it is the Father who 
is the source of order. Nothing escapes the will and purpose of God. 
The final cause of all creation and of every manifestation of the divine 
will is the glorification of God. 

Calvin's concept of order directly influenced his understanding of 
the need to imitate Christ and of the nature of this imitation. The 
creation of order and the redemption of order occur in the person of 
Christ. Because of his obedience unto death Christ's life is a pattern 
of order. Because of his death 

...Sin has been abolished, salvation has been given back to men, 
and in short the whole world has been renewed and all things re- 
stored to order.l?l 

In the humanity of Christ we see, according to Calvin, a perfect 
pattern of order, of true moderation and nap When Calvin 
appealed, as he frequently did, to his congregation to live according to 
the order of nature, or true humanity, or according to the rule of 
moderation, he was not referring to a philosophical rule of life, but to 
the very person of Christ. When Calvin spoke of the order of nature, 
which included in his thinking the ideas of orderliness and regularity 
of events within creation, of proper interrelation among all things in 
creation, and of the realization by every creature of its appropriate 
purpose, he was speaking of nature as it originally was, ought to be and 


really is in the humanity of Christ. In Christ is complete unity and 
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harmony between the will of God and the will of na ee 


Calvin reaffirmed this christological dimension of all order in the 

following text: 
Full manhood is found in Christ; but foolish men do not in a proper 
manner seek their perfection in Christ. It ought to be held as a 
fixed principle among us that all that is out of place is hurtful 
and destructive. Whoever is a man in Christ is in every respect a 
perfect man. 1? 
But to be a perfect man in Christ, to be restored to order, demands more 
than a simple imitation of Christ. 

The concept of incorporation dominated Calvin's thinking as sanctifi- 
cation and the Christian life. Incorporation is a restoration of the 
original order, 

as the ruin of the human race is that it is broken and scattered, 
the restoration of it consists in its being properly united in one 
body. 125 

When Calvin spoke of conformity to the pattern of Jesus Christ, he 
expressed himself through the image of the union between the head and 
members of the body. It is as participators in a relationship of union 
with Christ that we are exhorted to imitate him as our example. 

As he has set before us God as light for an example, he now calls 
us also to Christ that we may imitate him. Yet he does not simply 
exhort us to imitate Christ, but from the union we have with him, 


he proves that we ought to be like him. A likeness in life indeed, 
he says, will prove that we abide in Christ.126 


Christ is not only the example of righteousness, but also the very cloth 


127 


of that same righteousness. Not only must we manifest Christ's death 


and resurrection, but we must in some-way participate in their effi- 
128 
cacy. 
Calvin understood Christ not only as an exemplar of order, but as a 
Savior who saves by incorporating man into his own Body. The imitatio 
Christi is not simply mechanical copying of Christ. By his suffering 


and death Christ not only shows the way--he is the Way. 


D. Pietas as the Essential Expression of Calvin's Spirituality 


Within the Trinitarian structure of his spirituality, Calvin assigns 
the Father a predominant role. Sanctification is understood as the 


restoration of order willed by God. Within this context Calvin describes 
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the Christian life under two headings: piety and justice--that is, love 


of neighbor. 


Piety and justice express the two tables of the law; therefore of 
these two attitudes the wholeness of life is constituted, 129 


In Calvin's mind piety came first. Although neither of the two 
principal parts of our duty set forth in the Law may be neglected, God 


must be our first concern. 


We must give preference to the command concerning the worship and 
the service of God; afterwards, as far as we are able, we must give 
to men what is their due. When we have obeyed God, then it is the 
proper time to think of our parents and wife and children; as 
Christ attends to his mother, but it is after he is on the cross to 
which he has been called by his Father's decree. 


Thus the service of God is the foundation of man's whole life and the 
inspiration of his service to his neighbor. Man's chief end is to 
glorify his Maker. 
We see that conscience and faith unfeigned are placed 
at the head, in other words, true piety; from this charity is de- 
rived. 131 
The proper attitude of man is one of dependence on God, expressed in 

service and worship. When man tries to depend on himself, he destroys 
the order established by God and transfers glory to himself, which is in 
fact pure and simple idolatry. 

Let us recognize then that the praise is due to him that we may not 

defraud him of that which belongs to him. For if we should live as 

perfectly as angels and yet have the foolish idea that this came 

from our own free will and of our own movement, then we would miss 

the principal thing. To what end serve all our good works lest it 

be that God in them is glorified? But if we think ourselves the 

author of them, we see that they are corrupted in so doing, and are 

converted into vices so that they are nothing more than ambition 132 
Man's true attitude toward God was described throughout the opening 
questions of the Geneva Catechism of 1541: 

What is the way to honor God aright? Answer: To honor God aright 

is to put our whole trust in him, to study to serve him in obeying 

his will, to invoke him in all our necessities, seeking our salva- 

tion in all good things at his hand, and finally to acknowledge both 


both with heart and mouth that he is the light and fountain of all 
goodness. 133 


Calvin defined holiness, the very purpose of sanctification, in the 
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context of man's basic attitude toward God. Holiness is concerned with 
the duties of piety; it is achieved by obedience to the first table of 
the law, the table of the worship of God ones Holiness is, "that purity 
which lies in being devoted to the service of God...holiness lies in the 
worship of Goa. »135 
This holiness demands a consecration of the whole man, body and soul. 
Hence in order that you may sanctify yourself to God aright, you 
must dedicate both body and soul entirely to him.1 
Consecration for Calvin implies a setting aside. The Holy Spirit conse- 
crates man to God. 
The word, sanctification, signifies choice and separation. This 
takes place in us when we are regenerated by the Spirit to newness 
of life, that we may serve God and not the world. While by nature 
we be unholy, the Spirit consecrates us to Goa. 137 
Consecration must be taken here in the Old Testament sense of setting 
aside, of separation, setting apart from the common use for the divine 
purpose. God's holiness is seen in his set-apartness over all other 
things. And the holiness of Yahweh has to find reflection in the holi- 
ness of his people. "You shall be holy, for I, Yahweh, your God, am 
holy." (Lev. 19:2) Israel's holiness consisted fundamentally in having 
been set apart for a specific purpose, set apart for the service and 
praise of God in the world, consecrated to Him. 
The primary element in pietas is the worship of God in spirit since 
God is spirit. 
The worship of God is said to consist in the spirit, because it is 
nothing else than that inward faith of the heart which produces 


prayer and next, purity of conscience and self-denial that we may 
be dedicated to obedience of God as holy sacrifices. 


What it is to worship God in spirit and truth appears clearly from 
what has been already said. It is to lay aside the entanglements 
of ancient ceremonies, and to retain merely what is spiritual in 
the worship of God; for the truth of the worship of God consists in 
the spirit, and ceremonies are but a sort of appendage. 139 
| The spiritual dimension of worship is expressed in obedience. 

By the word worship we must understand not only the outward cere- 

mony but also according to the figure synecdoche, a holy desire to 

yield reverence and obedience. 140 


| The main part of true and right worship is to hear God speaking and 


! to regard obedience of more account than offerings and sacrifices 141 
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Constituted through spiritual worship, pietas is an essentially interior 


attitude of man, invisible in nature and immeasurable through exterior 


r 142 
expressions. 


True worship in spirit can result only from a true knowledge of God. 


You worship what you know not, we worship what we know. This is a 
sentence worthy of being remembered, and teaches that we ought not 
to attempt anything in religion rashly or at random; because unless 
SE knowledge, it is not God that we worship but a phantom or 
idol. 


| 
| God: 
\ 


In the same text Calvin reaffirmed the necessity for true knowledge of 


You must know this, that God is not properly worshipped but by the 
certainty of faith, which cannot be produced in any other way than 
by the word of God. Hence it follows that all of the secular world 
fall into idolatry; for Christ plainly testifies that an idol, or 
an imagination of their own brain, is substituted for God, when men 
are ignorant of the true God; and he charges with ignorance all to 
whom God has not revealed himself, for as soon as we are deprived 
of the light of his word, darkness and blindness rule.l 


| 
The whole notion of pietas is dominated by the reality of the knowledge | 
of God. Pietas is the fruit within man of the knowledge of God and the | 
knowledge of self. | 
I call pietas that love of God in awe of his presence which a 
knowledge of his benefits brings about. 145 


Pietas corresponds to both of the aspects through which God is known: 


God as Lord and God as Father. True piety demands worship and obedi- \ 
i 
ence; it also demands Iovem © Pietas is reverence informed by love; | 


pietas is essentially filial. The type of worship and obedience which 


it demands must be given freely. 


For until men feel that they owe everything to God, that they are 
cherished by his paternal care, that He is the author to them of 
all good things and nothing is to be sought out of him, they will 
never subject themselves in willing obedience; or rather I should 
say, unless they establish for themselves a solid happiness in him, 
they will never devote themselves to him without reserve truly and 
heartily. 


We honor such a father with piety and ardent love, in such a way to 
devote ourselves totally to his service. 


Calvin's pietas is radically opposed to anything which could alter man's 


filial relation with the Father. Therefore, it is opposed to a 
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spirituality based on good works. Pietas is not a mercenary relation of 
9 UE ae : ; A 
do ut Jap nor is it a form of werkheiligkeit. Pietas does not in 
any way consist of an accumulation of prayers and good works or satis- 
factions to be offered to God in a servile spirit. It demands the dis- 
position of a mind that is ready and willing to accomplish God's will. 
While theocentric by nature, Calvin's concept of piety also implies 
an outgoing movement towards others. It calls for a relationship of 
love and right dealings with one's fellowmen. Piety expresses our rela- 
tionship to God, in love for our fellowmen. Indeed it cannot exist 
without this expression. 
Piety of God, acknowledged, ranks higher than love of his brothers; 
and therefore the observance of the first table is more valuable in 
the sight of God than the observance of the second. For as God 
himself is invisible, so piety is a thing hidden from the eyes of 
men; and, though the manifestation of it was the purpose for which 
ceremonies were appointed, they are not certain proofs of its 
existence. It frequently happens that none are more zealous and 
regular in observing ceremonies than hypocrites. God therefore 
chooses to make trial of our love for himself by that love of our 
brother, which he enjoins us to cultivate. 
The sign of authentic piety is not found in zeal for an external worship 
expressed in ceremonies but in the real love for man. Love of neighbor 
is the outward sign of our love for God. The first table of the law 
demands of all men the consecration of their entire self to God. From 
this consecration to God flows our dedication to our fellowmen. 
But because no man, as a matter of course, observes charity in all 
respects, unless he seriously fear God, such observance is a proof 
of piety also.151 
It is in this context that Calvin could say that all of perfection lies 
in charity. "Hence the Apostle, not without cause, makes the whole per- 
: : : : $ "152 
fection of the saint to consist in charity. 
Calvin emerged from his own religious evolution as miles Christi- 
anus. Man is in a moral struggle with himself, a struggle for freedom 
from earthly desires and drives. Yet at the same time, participation in 
the lives of others cannot be done away with in favor of a full-time 
effort to save one's own soul. What is called for is not selfish brood- 
ing but discipleship: the loving acceptance of one's part in the Lord's 


work. 


We are called by the Lord under this condition, that everyone 


Genesis, Dynamics and Content 121 


should strive to lead others to the truth, to restore the wandering 
to the right way, to extend a helping hand to the fallen, to win 
over those that are without. 


A true Christian will not be content with walking by himself in the 
right way but will try to draw the whole world into the same way 154 
Although Calvin held firmly that the authentic sign of real piety and 
love is not found in the external forum, he recognized that because of 
our weakness outward forms have importance, >? But one must go beyond 
thon ss In prayer both the inward and the outward dimensions of the 
spiritual life are combined. 
The principal exercise of the humble man who knows he has nothing 
which is his is prayer. 
The principal exercise which the children of God have is to pray; 
for this way they give a true proof of their faith.157 
Prayer is a valid exercise for the humble man, a cry that finds its in- 
spiration in his human need. It is never the mere fulfillment of a 
devotional exercise, for all prayer, whether it takes the form of thanks- 
giving, supplication, or confession, "is an effusion and manifestation 
of internal feelings before him who is the searcher of the Heart" 
All prayer, therefore, is really the expression of an inward attitude 
before God which can be expressed outwardly, as in DDR E or in a 
posture of humility. +60 At times this external exercise can help our 
internal attitude. The only right way to pray is from a true sense of 
gratitude to God and a feeling of lore. à 
There is need for discipline and perseverance in prayer. Very often 
we have to make ourselves pray despite our feelings. It is therefore 
good that we observe particular and fixed hours for our prayers. 
As one must frequently lay on fuel to preserve a fire, so the exer- 
cise of prayer requires the aid of such help.163 
There is also a need for meditation to make our life of prayer more 
fervent. 
Meditation as well as the nature of the word of God during prayer 
is by no means superfluous. Let us not decline to involve the 
example of David and introduce, thoughts which may reanimate our 
languid lines with new vigors. 
And in order to pray well, to live a life of prayer, we must discipline 


our faculties. This demands deliberate thinking and reflection upon God. 
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Meditation upon the word of God is an excellent means to achieve this 
discipline. Calvin suggested the passion, death and resurrection of 
Christ, whatever reflections make us fear God and whatever helps us 
appreciate his goodness, as appropriate objects of meditation. He added 
that this should be accompanied by daily solt examination o which 
destroys our peaceful self-confidence and makes us aware of our imper- 
fectlonsi 58 Thus confronted with our sins, we would become better pre- 


pared to receive the grace of py and to meet our final judgment. 


E. The Spirituality of John Calvin and the Devotio Moderna 


In 1523 Calvin entered the College of Montaigue in Paris.  Montaigue 
had been reformed by Standonck who had established a severe discipline 
there and had introduced the spirit of the Devotio Moderna The 
library founded by him was chiefly composed of the mystical treatises of 
Groote and his followers. How deeply Calvin was influenced by his stay 
in Montaigue is difficult to assess. But there is no doubt that the 
spirituality of John Calvin shows a marked resemblance to the vocabu- 
lary, and to a lesser extent to the ideas, of the De Imitatione Christi 
and the writings of Groote. 

The Devotio Moderna was a reaction against the exteriority of reli- 
gious practices and against superstition; it counteracted this trend by 
referring everything back to God as the only sovereign cause. For Groote 


1169 


religion was a "consecration to the service of God, and man's final 


end was the very glory of Code According to the De Imitatione Christi 
the entire life of the devout should serve the glory of God. God is 
sovereign, and his sovereignty is achieved through the realization of 
the order (ordo) instituted by his sovereign wii. 

The idea of ordo inspired and dominated medieval thought. From St. 
Augustine to St. Bernard to St. Thomas Aquitani ordo appeared as a 
constant theme. Everything, including man and his spiritual life, was 
considered in the light of an existing order or an order to be estab- 
lished.  Aelred of Rievaulx, a disciple of St. Bernard, formulated this 
universal law in the following way: 

Every creature tends to its own order, seeks its own place; outside 


of its order this same creature is anxious, but within its own 
order it finds peace. 1?3 


Calvin's spirituality followed the same impulse as the Devotio 
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Moderna: it was characterized by the predominance of the transcendence 
of God. This is clearly indicated by his preoccupation with the con- 
cepts of election, of holiness and of the glory of God. The idea of 
order, which is established by the transcendence of God and itself 
establishes a pattern in the world and its history, was essential in 
Calvin's synthesis. The absolute sovereignty of God leads man to total 
self-abnegation and to complete consecration and service to the glory 
of God. This instinct for the transcendental led Calvin to a greater 
appreciation of worship. 

It is here that we begin to see a difference between Calvin and the 
Devotio Moderna. The primacy of worship so characteristic of Calvin's 
spirituality was not strongly defended in the Devotio Moderna. Calvin's 
stance on the centrality of worship reinforced his absolute opposition 
to idolatry in all of its different forms. The uprooting of idolatry 
became a real mission for him. And in this mission he followed one 
guideline: to attribute to anything other than God what is properly 
his is "to deprive God of his honor and to violate his worship." ^ 

For Calvin worship was the sharpest weapon in the struggle against 
superstition. True worship in spirit cannot degenerate into purely 
external devotions. To refute any misunderstanding of Christian life, 
Calvin substituted the term pietas for devotio.  Devotio had already 
acquired the pejorative connotation of exteriority; for Calvin the word 


: : : 175 
devotion was always used in a derogative sense. 


By cultivating human piety, they should train themselves in the 

worship of God lest a foolish and silly devotion should divest 

them of human feelings.176 
The interiorization of piety Calvin considered the best remedy for 
superstition. Superstition he understood as those religious practices 
which tend to hide the essential behind the accidental." Piety, how- 
ever, is a submission of the will to the Father, and demands an accept- 
ance of what is given by God in revelation. Superstition is directly 
opposed to this acceptance and to piety Thot s Superstition is in 
complete contradiction with the theocentric movement of pietas. 

The sum of the commandment, therefore, is that true piety, in other 


words the worship of the deity, is acceptable and impiety is an 
abomination to him.179 


Superstition and impiety destroy the order of God as established and 


124 The Spirituality of John Calvin 


reflected in man. 

Idolatry for Calvin was not only making false images of God, but also 
making one's own deeds into works of righteousness. 180 True worship 
never led the worshipper to works-righteousness, Werkheiligkeit. The 
Devotio Moderna suffered from a certain mercenary spirit which at times 
required a return for one's effort. For Calvin, the work of sanctifica- 
tion was completely God te. 94 It is in this light that one can under- 
stand Calvin's insistence on self-denial and mortification. 

Both spiritualities were formed by the admonition of Christ, "If you 
want to follow me, you have to abnegate vourselevs ies For Calvin piety 
as the love of God and neighbor could be found only in the man who had 
eliminated self-love through self-denial and had opened himself to God 
and his fellowman. 

We shall never love our neighbors with sincerity according to our 

Lord's intention until we have corrected the love of ourselves. 
So true piety was impossible without self-denial. "Self-denial may be 
said to be the commencement of piety." The self-denial proposed by 
Calvin was not simply a negative attitude but also implied a positive 
attitude toward God and man. The renunciation of self frees man and 
establishes him in the brotherly love of his neighbor, and complete sub- 
mission to God. Self-denial viewed in terms of respect and service to 
others marks a new movement in spirituality. Meritorious self-mortifica- 
tion is no longer valued in itself; what matters are those actions that 
demonstrate love and glorify God. Indeed, actions of self-denial "ought 
to be pursued for the sole reason, because they are pleasing to bin aM 
The purpose of self-denial for Calvin was to release one's energy for 
those things which are pleasing to God and not in order to win salvation 
but in order to display God's glory. This is a clear indication that for 
Calvin self-denial is principally related to God. It means full commit- 
ment to God. Self-denial cannot be practiced as a means toward self- 
perfection. On this point, there is no ambiguity on the part of Calvin, 
while such ambiguity does sometimes exist in the Devotio Moderna. 

The primacy of inwardness and interiority is recognized in both spir- 
itualities. In insisting upon the inwardness both of worship and piety, 
Calvin was setting forth an idea which permeates his entire thought: the 


tension between flesh and spirit. 
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Here is no greater variance in the world than of the spirit and the 
flesh; the Law is spiritual, man is carnal...here is expressed 
antithesis between the flesh and the spirit. 186 

Both spiritualities make use of platonic terminology: the body is 
considered a prison and the earthly life a transitory stage in the jour- 
ney to eternal life. In this context, both spiritualities speak of 
"denying the world," and of "contempt for the present life." Both speak 
of this life as a life of continual e dg a life of pilgrimage. 28 

Calvin did not hesitate to define the true attitude of man toward the 
world as a contemptus mundi. 

Whatever be the kind of tribulation with which we are afflicted, we 
should always consider the end of it to be that we be trained to 
despise the present, and thereby stimulated to aspire to the future 
life, 189 
Calvin's advocacy of a contemptus mundi differed greatly, in its setting 
and import, from that of the Devotio Moderna. As we previously de- 
scribed, there seem to have been two contrary tendencies in the spiri- 
tuality of the Devotio Moderna: on the one hand, a call to withdrawal 
from the world, to perfection in solitude, and on the other, a summons 
to involvement in the world which is in need of reform. We saw that the 
De Imitatione Christi was essentially a monastic spirituality. There 
was no more effective way in its thinking of preparing for the coming of 
the kingdom of God than through contempt for the world and renunciation 
of it. The monastic way of life, with its strict discipline, became, 
even outside the monastery, a model to be followed. The Third Orders 
were originally intended as a substitute for real monastic life, a sec- 
ond opportunity for all those who for some reason had to remain in the 
world. This was an attempt to pattern life in the world on life in the 
Gloister 7" 

The spirituality of Calvin represents a complete break from the 
monastic type and so differs radically from the spirituality of the De- 
votio Moderna. Like Erasmus', Calvin's spirituality is essentially 
apostolic in nature: a spirituality of the service of God in the world. 
Calvin's contemptus mundi is based on very different reasoning from that 
of the De Imitatione Christi. For Calvin, contempt of this world was 
achieved through comparison with the future life. Meditation on the 
future life makes us understand the vanity of the SSSR ES end But such 


192 


a contempt must not "be of a kind to beget hatred of it or ingratitude,’ 
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since everything created is the work of God. This life is but a pil- 
grimage; we are to use its blessings only insofar as they assist us in 
our progress oo To use them without danger, one must be truly free, 
inaiffetent.: ^ The things of this world are good in themselves, but if 
our lordship of this world is to be true lordship, we must refuse to be 
enslaved to anything. Speaking of David in Psalm XXIII, Calvin wrote: 
He valued all the comforts of the flesh only in proportion as they 
served to enable him to live to God. It is therefore certain that 
the mind of David, by the aid of the simple prosperity which he 195 
enjoyed, was elevated to the hope of the everlasting inheritance. 
In order to insure our indifference we ought to use the goods of this 
world in a spirit of thanksgiving, always recognizing God's liberality 
and man's dependence. © The Christian must live in the world, using it 
in service to his neighbor and to God. Though there is a proper place 
for fasting and ELETA LLON, to do so on account of some ascetic 
principle or man-made law is a sign, not of true piety, but of impiety. 
Have done then with that inhuman philosophy which, in allowing no 
use of the creatures but for necessity, not only maliciously de- 
prives us of the lawful fruit of the divine beneficence, but cannot 
be realized without depriving man of all his senses, and reducing 
him to a block. 
The term "inner-worldly asceticism" can be used to describe the spir- 
ituality of John Calvin. His ideal was not withdrawal from the world, 
but the conquest of the world for the glory of God. 

Calvin's belief in the radical depravity of man and his platonic mis- 
trust of flesh and matter did not lead to the practical renunciation of 
the world; his negativism was counterbalanced by his theology of crea- 
tion and of ordo. 

Within the spirituality of the Devotio Moderna contempt of the world 
led to a monastic-ascetic ideal of perfection: the fullness of Chris- 
tian perfection could be achieved only within the walls of a monastery. 
Calvin took the humanist's position on monasticism. 

The humanists of the sixteenth century, as exemplified by Erasmus, 
could not accept monasticism understood as the unique way to salvation. 
(Nor could Luther, who developed his doctrine of vocation in opposition 
to Ponana eina In fact, Luther understood the monastic vocation to 
be un-Christian in ET a Erasmus developed the idea of the "monk 


in the world." Every Christian must separate himself from the world, 
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but this world is inside man - it is not the outside world. Erasmus was 
an advocate of what is called the asceticism within the world, inner- 
weltliche Askese, and this separation from the world, this contempt for 
the world, is not guaranteed by living in a monastery. What is impor- 
tant is neither the habit nor the structure but the personal choice: 
monochatus non est pietas.  Piety is not contempt for created reality 
but the understanding that man's inner life is what matters, a life 
which is dependent on God. Created reality has a value, but it is a 
relative value; it has autonomy, but a relative autonomy. 

Because of its stress on interiority and a diminished appreciation of 
the mediating role of the Church and her sacraments, the Devotio Moderna 
evolved a more individualistic and personal approach to spirituality. 
Calvin's spirituality was also personalistic; his individualism was un- 
compromising. In his thinking, pietas directly connotes a relationship 
to God grounded on God's election and grace. It implies consecration 
and service to the holy, which is not a place nor an object but a person. 
The holy one cannot be present to man except through himself. No sacra- 
mental substance can be his medium; he alone is his presence. A pan- 
sacramental view of the world is thus directly opposed to Calvin's 
thought. Man stands in the presence of God in isolation and without 
intermediaries. Directed by God, the individual works out the certainty 
of his salvation by himself and in himself. Pietas is for Calvin an 
intimate relationship with God solus cum solo, set apart from any com- 
munal religiousness. 

Calvin developed a theology of the Church which at first seems opposed 
to his individualism and personalism. He affirmed that the sanctifica- 
tion of the individual takes place within the Church. Calvin consid- 
ered the Church a true mother. 

As it is now our purpose to discourse of the visible church, let us 
learn from her single title mother, how useful, nay how necessary 
the knowledge of her is, since there is no other means of entering 
into life unless you conceive us in the womb and give us birth, 
unless you nourish us at her breast, and, in short, keep us under 


her charge and government until, divested of mortal flesh, we be- 
come like angels.201 


Our sanctification is also advanced by the mutual prayer of the members 


of the body of RT pope Christians "cannot but be united together in 


: n203 
brotherly love and mutually impart their blessings to each other. 
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Now the greater importance which Calvin attributed to the Church in com- 
parison to Luther may lead to the misconception that, in Calvin's think- 
ing, the action of the Holy Spirit was manifested principally in the 
Church, rather than in the faithful. In reality, however, he considered 
the action of the Holy Spirit as occurring first and principally in the 
individual. The action of the Holy Spirit is directed towards the indi- 
vidual independent of the community. The Testimonium Spiritus Sancti is 
individual, entrusting to the individual the certitude of God's promise. 

To protect the inwardness and interiority of his spirituality, Calvin 
rejected the authority of a visible Church on matters concerning the 
spiritual life. At the same time, he succeeded in avoiding the subjec- 
tivism of the Anabaptists. He was able to do this through the develop- 
ment of an epistemology which provided an intellectual foundation both 
for his individualistic spirituality and for a radical reformation of 
the Church. | 

The incipient individualism of the Devotio Moderna, and the individ- 
ualism of the French humanists, was the product of the "inward" piety 
and devoutness. It was a limited individualism, however. The writers 
of these movements were unwilling to subordinate to it the mediation of 
the visible Church, especially in its teaching office. All these writ- 
ers desired an intensification of religious feeling, yet feared subjec- 
tivism and disregard for the hierarchical authority. Erasmus fully 
accepted the authority of the Church. The docta pietas, the philosophia 
Christi, the spiritual experience, all were to be judged by the visible 
Church and subordinated to its authority. 

For Calvin there was no such subordination. His individualism was 
clearly expressed in his understanding of the nature of the reformation. 
This he expressed in his commentary on the First Epistle to the Corin- 
thians. Speaking in the context of the dispute on the Last Supper, Cal- 
vin wrote, 

It (the Epistle to the Corinthians) is a passage that ought to be 
carefully observed as showing that there is no remedy for correcting 
and purging out abuses, short of a return to God's pure institu- 
tion...Thus the Lord himself--when he was discoursing respecting 
marriage (Mt. 19:3), and the scribes brought forward customs and 
also the permission given by Moses--simply brings forward his 
Father's institution as being an inviolable law. When we do this 


at the present day, the Papists cry out, that we are leaving 
nothing untouched...Mark then the nature of the controversy to this 
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day in reference to the Lord's Supper. Return then, to the origi- 
nal source. Thus, bidding adieu to human laws, the authority of 
Christ will be maintained in its stability. 

The originality of Calvin's individualism rests on its new episte- 
mology. By means of this epistemology he bridged the gap, created by 
the Devotio Moderna, between knowledge and spirituality. The Devotio 
Moderna, in its rejection of scholasticism, proposed a spirituality that 
was anti-intellectual. Its writers made no attempt to introduce a 
sancta eruditio. Calvin, on the other hand, did integrate knowledge and 
spirituality. Like Erasmus and the other humanists, he linked the two 
in a pia doctrina, a docta pietas. 

In Calvin, theology and spirituality found their unity: revelation, 
faith and doctrine, obedience and piety belong together. Calvin did not 
admit a mystical theology that existed independent of knowledge and doc- 
trie ds Piety became the criterion for judging doctrine; doctrine 
that did not have as its purpose the spiritual progress of its hearers 


20 e À : 
was neither devout nor healthy. s At the same time, "there is no edi- 


fication except there where there is doctrine 
As we have seen, Calvin's spirituality differed radically from that 

of the Devotio Moderna. Here we shall contend that the differences can 

ultimately be traced to the new religious epistemology which he con- 


structed. 
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CHAPTER V 


THE EPISTEMOLOGICAL RELEVANCE OF THE WORD AND THE SPIRIT 
CALVIN'S CONTRIBUTION TO À NEW SPIRITUALITY 


A. Introduction 


The intellectualizing theology of the 16th century was in clear need 
of a spirituality vigorous enough to question its essential structure. 
The unfortunate dichotomy between them had resulted in a sterile the- 
ology and an undernourished spirituality. The study of theology in many 
instances had degenerated into dry, subtle and sometimes ridiculous dis- 
cussions. This precious intellectualism dissipated itself in pure specu- 
lation and lost contact with the primary sources of faith. 

E. L. Surtz specifies four charges the humanists made against scho- 
lasticism: 

Its pretensions, its adulterations of the true teaching of Christ, 

its cold, barren intellectuality, and its inability to make the 

student and the teacher better men.1 
The Christian Humanists constantly accused the scholastics of impiety. 
What they objected to was not only the excessive veneration the scholas- 
tics had for Aristotle, but the very intentional direction and form of 
scholasticism itself. They considered scholasticism impious because, in 
their eyes, it manipulated the Christian message in the same manner that 
the profane sciences treated its objects: because it had lost all con- 
tact with the person of Christ and substituted a system of abstract con- 
cepts for a living relation with Christ in faith; because it refused to 
acknowledge the mystery in faith and endlessly accumulated bits of knowl- 
edge about it instead. The Devotio Moderna reacted against scholasti- 
cism and Nominalism by advocating an anti-intellectual spirituality. As 
a renewal of spirituality it made no attempt to integrate prayer and 
theology and so suffered from the same lack of balance as the scholasti- 
cism it opposed. 

Theology and spirituality are the products not only of faith but of 
culture as well. Cultural changes made scholasticism and Nominalism 
irrelevant and demanded a new theological method able to answer basic 
questions about the nature of Christian life in the world. For it was 


an increasingly independent public that theology had to address, and one 
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that was no longer satisfied with the monastic, hierarchical and author- 
itarian spirituality of conventional Christendom. 

A renewal took place within an epistemological shift. During the 
Renaissance a considerable change in the understanding of truth took 
place: attention shifted from conceptual truth to truth of subject, from 
concept to word, from dialectics to rhetoric. The epistemological ques- 
tion of the relation of subjective perception to objective truth, and 
the question of the certainty of our linguistic knowledge of God were 
treated in the context of the Humanists' belief in language. They con- 
sidered language the individual's expression of his inwardness and his 
way of reaching the inwardness of other individuals. 

The scholastic adaequatio mentis ad rem had stressed the conceptual 
dirension of truth and inevitably tended to bridge the gap between con- 
cept and object by returning to the realm of the conceptual. This led to 
an abstract theology. The Humanists bridged the gap between concept and 
object through the word. The rhetorical relationship was interpersonal. 
The Humanists' stand on eloquence stemmed from this almost unlimited 
faith in the power of the word. The sweeping claims which the ancient 
rhetoricians had made for the power of oratory were reiterated by the 
Humanists for both the written and spoken word. ? To Renaissance writers 
eloquence meant, above all, persuasive power. The orator sought to teach 
and to entertain his hearers; but his chief concern was to move them, to 
persuade them. The Renaissance writers believed in the power speech had 
to move the minds and hearts of men and therefore insisted on language 
that was both beautiful and pleasing. 

This orientation reintroduced into theology literary forms that were 
utterly foreign to scholasticism: the letter, the sermon, the dialogue, 
the autobiography. A tendency to introspection and a desire to stir 
emotions, to move the reader or to persuade him, led religious writers 
to experiment with poetry and eloquence as forms of theological expres- 
sion. The Summa as a literary form had been characteristic of the cul- 
tural bent of the Middle Ages. These new literary expressions were indi- 
cations of a profound difference in reality and understanding. 

It was the concept of the Word of God which shaped and directed the 
Christian Humanists' understanding of theology. The Italian Humanists, 
moved by a concern for "practical wisdom," combined the tasks of the 


theoretical theologian and the practical preacher in what they called 
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theologia rhetorica or theologia poetica.? One of the first statements 
about a theologia poetica can be found in one of Petrarch's letters to 
his brother. Poetics, he says, is not at all opposed to theology: the 
scriptures themselves demonstrate by the language they use that theology 
is poetry about God. Somewhat later, Coluccio Salutati developed an 
epistemology which affirmed the necessity for poetic expressions of the- 
ological truths. In fact, according to Salutati theological truths 
could only be expressed poetically. This poetic epistemology was an 
attempt to bridge the gap between concept and word in our knowledge of 
God; it confronted the problem of expressing the unknowable and the in- 
expressible. I quote him at length since his position is extremely 


interesting. 


In origin, indeed, all writing and speech is intellectual and con- 
ceptual before it is vocal or public; from this it happens that 
nothing can be voiced which does not first exist in the mind. 
Whence it follows as a corollary that the names which we use can 
signify nothing at all except what is tied together by our intel- 
lect, and which indeed we express through the congruity of grammar, 
we prove by the force of logic, we persuade by flourishing of rhet- 
oric. When, however, we wish to speak about God, since we do not 
know him, lacking a concept, words also are lacking by which we 
could say something in the proper way concerning his indescribable 
majesty. If even the least could be said about it, it would not be 
entirely indescribable. Mortals wishing to meet that necessity are 
driven to think up another most excellent method of speaking inso- 
far as it can be done. However, this procedure could not belong to 
grammar, the function of which is to explain simple concepts simply, 
by simple names and words. And whereas men cannot see God in front 
of them, yet they see many of his effects, they are able to recog- 
nize him only from effects, that is, from behind. And they begin 
to speak of the manifestation of divinity as though it might be 
some man, since they have nothing more sublime than man, whom they 
know, and whom they understand by means of the senses whence our 
knowledge is moved. Therefore whatever we say about God is imag- 
ined and borrowed from us and our actions. As Cicero said, ‘Homer 
imagined this and transferred human qualities to the gods.' Nor do 
we do this only when we speak of God, but also as our same Cicero 
said, 'They imagine it to be done with the shades of the underworld, 
which could not be brought to exist or be conceived without bodies. 
For they were unable to comprehend self-subsisting souls and sought 
some figure or shape for them.' From this, although it is self- 
evident, it is clear that not only when we speak of God but also 
when we talk about incorporeal beings we speak of them improperly 
and according to the outer shell and what we say is false. This 
mode of speaking is poetic carrying a falsity of appearance on the 
outside, but containing within the hidden truth. From this we can 
easily see that all transfers of meaning or metaphors, figures, 
tropes, metaplasms and allegories, as well as tropology and parables, 
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peculiarly pertain to this faculty. Poetry should therefore be de- 
fined as that mode of speaking which understands both things and 
words as something other than it shows them....Necessity invents 
this mode, custom receives and extends it, not only when necessity 
compels but also when beauty inspires....Do you not see the divine 
literature in the entire holy scriptures consists entirely of this 
kind of speaking and nothing else? For when we speak of God or 
incorporeal creatures nothing is true according to the letter and 
there is nothing under that falsity of skin but the truth.4 
The purpose of theologia poetica was not primarily illumination, but 
persuasion. Man by nature is volitional. Since rhetoric is only effec- 
tive when it is affective, when it carries the conviction that the 
speaker's feelings are genuine, rhetorical theology demanded a certain 
disposition on the part of the theologian. Together with his knowledge 
of divine realities, the theologian had to possess modesty, integrity of 
life and true piety. These requirements are those of a preacher. 

In this epistemological framework, the Humanists preferred a more 
affective type of theology, one which could double as a spirituality. 
The object of their theology was a personal Being who had a name. There 
existed between Him and man concrete and loving relations. The consid- 
eration of this personal God produced certain definite reactions on the 
part of man: these were veneration, love, and worship. 

In his Ratio Seu Methodus Erasmus outlined the task of theologians as 
one of convincing and exhorting.” Theology must seek Christ uniquely. 
The theologian must have the necessary qualities to accomplish this 
task: piety, purity, detachment, and humility. Theology must be a 

; 6 
nourishment for the soul. 

Later writers, such as the Spaniards Juan de Valdes and Ignatius of 
Loyola, wrote about the knowledge of God in terms of feeling, of a sen- 
tire. According to Valdes, our knowledge of God belongs to the realm of 
experience. 

Those regenerated by the Holy Spirit are endowed with natural in- 

stinct, experience, and science, and in addition with divine in- 

spiration and revelation...And I understand experience not only in 

natural and human things, as is the case with other men, but like- 

wise in spiritual and divine things...All men who are without the 

Holy Spirit are without experience in spiritual and divine things. 
A : | 8 : 

Without experience, true knowledge remains inaccessible. This exper- 
ience is not without intensity of feeling. The experience of God is the 


"tasting and feeling of God" (conocer, gustar y sentir a Dios). 


140 The Spirituality of John Calvin 


Finally, when you shall feel and taste so much of the sweetness and 
love of Christ here in this life as to be felt and tasted, taking 
this taste and feeling for an earnest of what you will yet have to 
taste and feel for in the other life to which you will expect cer- 
tainly to go, to rejoice perpetually with Christ, you will not 
hesitate to confess the life eternal. And now, when you have 
within yourself such experience, yours will be a living and true 
faith, because you will have the experience of it within you. 10 


For Juan de Valdes, Christianity is not a matter of science but of 

experience. 
I have stated this for this reason: that having regarded the mat- 
ter of Christianity not as a science, but as an experience I have 
endeavored to make this truth intelligible to individuals by numer- 
ous illustrations. But they are incapable of understanding these 
Christian truths who are inexperienced in Christian subjects. 
For de Valdes, knowledge of divine things without actual experience of 
them is impossible; apart from experience there is no religious life of 
any intensity. The purely abstract possession of a religious truth he 
denied. The only real possession of a religious truth is a vital one, 
and its effect is felt in the soul. 

In Valdes' thinking, the experience that accompanied knowledge became 
the absolute criterion in measuring the objective content of Revelation. 
Valdes' sole authority was the Holy Spirit - through this power believ- 
ers were able to grasp the concepts in the mind of the biblical writer. 
There was but one rule of faith: the experience of justification and 
regeneration. 

This rule applied to the scriptures as well, which of themselves were 
not the source of knowledge of God. The illumination of the Spirit was 
necessary to re-create the original experience of the biblical writer. 

In the reading of the Holy Scriptures I understand that the pious 
Christian should fix his attention only upon the inner knowledge 
and feelings (conoscimenti e li sentimenti interiori) which God, by 
means of his Holy Spirit, shall give to him in his soul. He, then, 
through these means shall go on experiencing the things of the Holy 
Spirit. So that taking up a book of the Holy Scriptures, he may 
attempt to understand what has taken place in it. And thus, let 
him think that he does not understand what he did not experience; 
and thinking this, if he shall desire to understand it, he will seek 
to experience it, and will not curiously seek to know how, or what, 
others have therein understood.12 


For de Valdes the interior word of the Spirit replaced the exterior 


word. 
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So I learn from scripture and so I inwardly feel, and that to such 
a degree that I might have ventured to confess it even without the 
scriptures.13 

In this context the Tradition of the Church does not hand on a per- 
sonal experience but only a secondary apprehension. Personal experience 
becomes the interpretative norm for the Tradition of the Church. Accord- 
ing to Nieto, "Here we are very close to the Reformation principle of the 
inner witness of the Holy Spirit as the only norm for biblical interpre- 
tation." 

Faith is based then neither on the authority of the Church nor on 
Scripture which includes contradictions and confusion but on the experi- 
ence of the Spirit. 

I think that I should have felt less satisfaction and that the 
Evangelists would have offended me more had they harmonized in 
everything without the least discrepancy, than finding them to be 
what I do find them, who are apparently discordant upon some things, 
as well because I rejoice that my faith does not depend upon Scrip- 
tures - nor is it based upon them, but it depends upon inspirations 
and experiences, and it is based upon them; just as was the faith 
of the Samaritans, who, after having seen Christ and heard him 
speak, believing by inspiration and by experience, told the woman 
that they no longer believed because of her report, but from the 
experience they had. 

At the very center of de Valdes' spirituality was a theory of reli- 
gious certitude which superseded the medieval notion of auctoritas and 
proclaimed the normative value of internal experience. The self-knowledge 
advocated by both the Devotio Moderna and Erasmus was conceived of by 
Valdes as an experiential type of knowledge. 

De Valdes' spirituality lacked an ecclesial perspective; it was not 
really anti-ecclesiastical or anti-hierarchical, but a-ecclesiastical. 
Here was a religion of the spirit, profoundly non-sacramental, relying 
on the immediacy of inspiration of the inner life. 

Sentire is also a key word in the spirituality of Ignatius of Loyola, 
a contemporary of Calvini s For Ignatius the whole of spiritual experi- 
ence unfolded in three different stages. The first stage he expressed 
by the word "to feel," sentire. In this stage the individual experi- 
enced within himself an interior knowledge, consolation and divine in- 
spiration, which had its cause and origin not in him, but in the work of 
the Holy Spirit. The second stage consisted in "discernment" through 


reflection, and the third stage was marked by the "confirmation," a 
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supreme gift from God which guaranteed the decision taken and gave the 
soul certitude and the life it needed. In all these stages Ignatius was 
speaking in terms of an interior experience, of a divine action felt and 
accepted. We must "know," sentire, the way God acts in us so that we 
may become faithful to what he wishes to make known to us. This situa- 
tion is described in one of Ignatius' letters: 
It happens sometimes that the Lord himself moves our souls and 
forces us as it were to this or that particular action by leaving 
our souls wide open. This means that he begins to speak in the 
very depths of our being, without any clamor of words, he enrap- 
tures the soul completely into his love and bestows upon us an 
awareness of himself so that even if we wished we should be unable 
to resist.l7 
In opening himself to the influence of the Spirit, man is able to feel 
the presence of God, to experience his touch and sense the immediacy of 
his influence. Such an experience can ultimately be expressed only 
with the aid of images borrowed from the realm of sense perception. 
This type of knowledge must be experienced; it cannot be thought out. 
We have however been speaking of things which it is impossible to 
render in words as they really are, or at least not without giving 
a very lengthy and detailed account. And even then these would 


still remain matters which it is better to feel inwardly for one- 
self than to impart outwardly to others.l 


"I beheld, sensed within myself and penetrated in spirit all the mys- 
teries of the Christian faith: i? 

Ignatius was conscious that this experiential knowledge, this sentire, 
was "from above" (de arriba); in his own mind he measured the knowledge 
gained in the course of laborious theological study against the simplic- 
ity and depth of his inward experience. He realized that his God-given 
experience and knowledge was personal, that his ability to "feel God" 
was at the center of his personal life and was therefore not communal. 
He understood that such personal experience could not be easily communi- 


cated. 


With Juan de Valdes and Ignatius of Loyola, the experiential nature 
of knowledge was underlined. At the same time, the Humanists' concept 
of theology and piety modified the anti-theological bias piety had 
acquired from the Devotio Moderna. The Humanists held that personal 
appropriation of theological knowledge is essential. God cannot be 


apprehended simply as an object. The Humanists appealed to the words of 
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St. John: "If any man do the Father's will, he shall have knowledge of 
doctrine." (John, 7, 17) There can be no separation between thought 
and action. While insisting on the distinction between religious knowl- 
edge and other kinds of knowledge, the Humanists affirmed the place of 
reason in matters of religion. But in the limited context of their 
epistemology, they were unable to deal satisfactorily with two important 
problems: the individual and private nature of religious knowledge and 
its relationship to the authority of the Church and the Nominalists' de- 
nial of the possibility of intuitive knowledge of God. 

The Humanists vested ultimate authority in theology and spirituality 
in the Church. It was in the Church that God's word was to be found. 
They considered the Church the meeting place of the Divine and the 
human. The epistemological role of the Church in the theological pro- 
cess the Humanists left untouched. Therefore, while the Church had lost 
its predominant role in spirituality and piety due to the influence of 
the religious movements of the 15th and 16th centuries, it retained it 
in the realm of doctrine. Erasmus declared himself willing to subject 
his views to the decision of the Church whether or not he understood 
her prescriptions. The uniqueness of the word of God, advocated by 
Lefévre d'Etaples, was in the end only a relative uniqueness, since all 
words about God are mediated by the Church and in a real sense are the 
Church's words. The Church functioned as the mediator and custodian of 
divine revelation, and ultimately as the judge of every experience of 
God. Often this role of the Church in theology led to the canonization 
of a particular ecclesiastical power group's ideology. At such times, 
the Church was unable truly to support a personal spirituality. A 
Church-mediated theology tends to over-estimate the importance of con- 
ceptual and verbal expression to the detriment of the personal experi- 
ence of God. The Bible, interpreted in and by the Church, must remain 
the criterion for evaluating the authenticity of all religious experi- 
ences. 

The epistemology of the Humanists was unable to successfully counter 
the Nominalists' denial of the possibility of an intuitive knowledge of 
God. 

Occam had held that there were two different types of knowledge: in- 
tuitive and abstracted. Intuitive knowledge involves direct awareness 


of an object either in the mind or in reality. The essence of intuitive 
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knowledge is that it provides a demonstration of a thing in itself; it 
is the awareness of something as opposed to the understanding or judg- 
ment of it. Abstracted knowledge is not in itself evident knowledge, 
but is the mind's response to what it has experienced through the senses. 
Abstracted knowledge presupposes intuitive knowledge, which is the foun- 
dation of all knowledge. ^" Abstracted knowledge is not concerned with 
demonstration but with understanding. 

These were the affirmations of an epistemology which refused to grant 
certainty to what lay beyond experience. Since reason cannot operate 
beyond the terrain of natural experience, Occam reduced strict knowledge 
to that which was individually verifiable through experience. 

All this he applied to the knowledge of God. God cannot be known by 
us at all. We must be satisfied with what faith and revelation tell us. 
Concerning those things which are to be believed, credibilia, there is 
no knowledge possible: for the objects of belief are neither self- 
evident nor derived from natural experience. All evident, natural knowl- 
edge must meet one of these two Conde DS ES 

This sharp bifurcation between intuitive and abstracted knowledge 
affected the understanding of the relation between faith and reason. 

Man was thrown back upon the scriptures which he received through the 
tradition of the Church. The divine authority of the Church provided 


the one foundation of religious knowledge. 


B. The Epistemology of John Major (1470-1540) 


Occam's position on the possibility and nature of our knowledge of 
God was accepted by most Nominalists. But in the early part of the 16th 
century John Major, a Nominalist himself, elaborated a different theory 
of the knowledge of ORA Major's early works on logic, in the Occam- 
ist tradition, made him the outstanding teacher of philosophy in Paris à 
In theology and philosophy Major was an eclectic; in logic he sought to 
reconcile nominalism and ren lip ^9 Most of Major's work was concerned 
with establishing the distinctions between intuitive knowledge and 
abstractive knowledge, the first intention and the second intention, 
significations and suppositions. Major, more than the Occamists, tended 
to relate knowledge to concrete experience; his favorite expressions are 
experientia docet, experientia pers Major attributed more impor- 


tance in the act of perception to the objective reality than to what was 
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in the mind. In his view, knowledge (notitia) was turned toward the ex- 
ternal authority (ad rem ad extra). Both intuitive and abstractive 
knowledge had the same DH year sa. they terminated not at the concept but 
the reality." He did not consider images as objects terminating our 
perceptions but as the means through which we attain ti Ulti- 
mately, Major arrived at a position that was more realist than that of 
Thomas Aquinas. 0 Thought terminates, through all intermediate repre- 
sentations, in objective realities. 

Following the tradition of Scotus and others, Major affirmed that 
knowledge was of the singular and not of the universal. In facing the 
fundamental problem of the relation between language and being, between 
propositions and existing reality, Major affirmed a "natural" link join- 
ing language and the realities it signified °° Language, then, does not 
signify concepts but objective reality. ^ 

In accordance with the position of Occam, Major defined intuitive 
knowledge as the direct knowledge of an actually present object, natur- 
ally caused by that object and not by another. This knowledge involved 
what Major called an assensus UIS All intuitive knowledge is 
dependent upon the actual presence of its object (notitia intuitiva 
naturaliter esse nequit sine praesentia sui bjecti)o s Intuitive knowl- 
edge is a knowledge that is gained experimentally. In abstractive knowl- 
edge, on the other hand, there is no immediate experience of the known 
objective. For Major, all questions concerning knowledge of God hinged 
on the distinction between intuitive and abstractive knowledge. Is God 
known by man directly through immediate apprehension, or is he known 
indirectly through propositions? Certainly there is no naturally evi- 
dent knowledge of SM 

Notwithstanding this affirmation, Major maintained that God could 
make himself known to man intuitively through his potentia absolutas 
God can will to create in us an intuitive knowledge of himself without 
the evident experience of the object.” He is known as a voluntary 
object, through a real activity. 

God's essence is not distinguishable from his Eriaren oa mA But God 
never acts toward us through necessity but freely through an act of his 
will. > God acts upon us in a personal way and thus we can know him 
personally (personaliter) through the effects of his supernatural cau- 


"TANE 


146 The Spirituality of John Calvin 


The knowledge of God is contingent upon his will. Our evidence for 
this knowledge is not the evidence of a natural object; it is the evi- 
dence of an absolute personal reality. The absoluteness of God is self- 
authenticating. At the same time, it is the groundof any genuine knowl- 
edge of him. 

Thus Major concluded that even in this life intuitive knowledge of 
God is possible, for God speaks to us and manifests the species audi- 
bilis. So it may be said that our knowledge of God comes from E de 
This is also true of ordinary intuitive knowledge, which relies on the 
experience of hearing. We receive this particular intuitive knowledges 
of God by listening to his eee ae It can therefore be characterized as 
intuitive auditive knowledge (intuitiva auditio). 

The images and ideas which make up our intuitive auditive knowledge 
have a real relation to the divine being. Languages is not merely a 
means of knowledge but points to the reality known. Major expresses 
this in the distinctions he draws between cognitio activa and cognitio 
factiva. True knowledge of God is cognitio factiva: We do not know God 
through our own linguistic concepts but through his own words. The 
words or images God has chosen have a signitive relation to divine truth. 
Their function is ostensive and persuasive. 

Major understood theology as a science possessing its own first prin- 
ciples. These were to be found in holy scripture, for Major the primary 
resource of theology.” From scriptural affirmations Major deduced 
other truths through 15215868 In his method, the theological process 
begins with a systematic study of scripture, and the organization of the 
different scriptural affirmations into a logical xhole d Theology is 
essentially a practical knowledge based on the scripture which leads to 
love (ad Meer T 

Major based his scriptural commentaries on Origen and St. Jerome. He 
avoided Nicholas of Lyre. Major found in the person of Christ the key 
to the understanding of Rcrintnre mE Christ is the purpose (scopus) 
of all the scriptures; their harmony and coherence are from him. 9 

The incarnation of Christ serves as a model for the interpretation of 
scripture. Christ in his humanity and bodiliness speaks to us in bodily 
terms; but we must understand him spiritually. Through his humanity we 
must be led to his divinity.^! The literal sense of the scriptures 


- n UR : : : r 52 
embodies a spiritual sense. This sense Major termed epistemological. 
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C. John Calvin's Epistemology: Its Sources 


Within this context of humanism, and nominalism, as mediated by John 
Major, John Calvin elaborated his own epistemology. To the epistemolog- 
ical question of our knowledge of God he proposed a solution involving 
an intuitive knowledge of God in His Word and through His Spirit? 

This knowledge of God can be described in terms of an intuitive-auditive 
knowledge.  Calvin's formula for epistemological problems was set out in 
his theory of the relationship between the Word and the Spirit. The 
Word supplies the objective factors for the knowledge of God; the Spirit, 
the subjective factor. True knowledge of God is communicated through a 
conjoined divine action, objective and subjective. The elements of Cal- 
vin's epistemology are found in his definition of faith. 
We now see in what way faith is by hearing, and yet it derives its 
certainty from the zeal and earnest of the Spirit. Those who do 
not sufficiently know the darkness of human minds imagine faith is 
formed naturally by hearing and preaching alone; and there are many 
fanatics who disdain the outward preaching, and talk in lofty terms 
about secret revelations and inspirations. But we see how Christ 
joins these things together, and, therefore, though there is no 
faith until the Spirit of God seals our minds and hearts, still we 
must not go to seek visions or oracles in the clouds, but the word, 
which is near us, in our mouth and heart (Rom. 10:8), must keep all 
our senses bound and fixed in itself.?4 
The conjunction of the Word and Spirit result in what can be described 
as an auditive-intuitive knowledge, simultaneously individual and imme- 
diate. 

Different factors contributed to the elaboration of Calvin's episte- 

r ^ i - : : 55 : A 
mology. His dissatisfaction with scholastic theology and its bifurca- 
tion of the intellectual life led him to a humanistic understanding of 

56 A : 
pietas as sapientia, as sancta eruditio. Calvin understood theologi- 
cal knowledge as a vital and experiential kind of knowledge firmly 
rooted in the Word of God. His spirituality and theology was influenced 
to a large extent by his understanding of the Word of God. 

This primacy of the Word was also a central issue in Luther's think- 
ing. One of the words most frequently used by Luther was "listening." 
He considered the Word of God as the soil and atmosphere in which life 

: 57 
grows. Luther held that God himself speaks and hears in man. Man 
58 : i ; 
already lives in a kingdom of hearing, for the whole of deity lives in 


the b e All of creation is divine Word. "The created world is made 
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through the uncreated Word; for what is all of creation but the Word of 
Gods aod Nothing can stand against the divine Word; no one can control 


it, or limit its channel. In his reply to Erasmus, Luther affirmed that 


the divine Word cannot be bound. 


And who has given you the power or committed to you the right to 
bind Christian doctrine to places, persons, times, and causes, when 
Christ wishes it to be proclaimed and to rule most freely through- 
out the world? The word of God is not bound, says Paul, and is 
Erasmus now to bind it? Nor did God give us the word that it 
should be had with respect to places, persons or times. As Christ 
says, 'Go into all the world,' not 'Go into this place and not into 
that' as Erasmus says. 


This dynamic Word of God was the norm of the Reformation. The visible 
Church could only be healed by faithful obedience to the authority of 
the Word of God. 


"The Church is born," Luther wrote in 1520, "through faith in the 


Word of Promise. For the Word of God is incomparably above the Chürch "94 


No expression came more readily to Calvin than Verbum Dei, la Parole de 
Dieu. The phrase echoes through all his writingsee? 
The depth and range of Calvin's understanding of the Word of God is 


revealed to us in the following passage from the Institutes: 


Certainly when God's Word is set before us in Scripture it would be 
the height of absurdity to imagine a merely fleeting and vanishing 
utterance, which, cast forth into the air, projects itself outside 
of God. Rather 'Word' means the everlasting wisdom, residing in 
God, from which both all oracles and all prophecies go forth. For 
as Peter testifies, the ancient prophets spoke by the Spirit of 
Christ just as much as the Apostles did, and all who thereafter 
ministered the heavenly doctrine. Indeed, because Christ had not 
yet been manifested, it is necessary to understand the Word as 
begotten of the Father before time. 


God by his word was the creator of the world. Every divinely uttered 
revelation is rightly designated as a "Word of God"; the substantial 
Word, the wellspring of all revelations, is properly given a title above 
all the rest. Subject to no variety, the Word abides everlastingly one 
and the same with God, and is God. The Word of God is a source of power 
and authority. Calvin explains this in his Instruction in Faith: 

But let us remember that this power (which in the Scripture is 

attributed to pastors) is wholly contained in and limited to the 

ministry of the word. For Christ has not given this power properly 


to these men, but to his word of which he has made these men minis- 
ters. Hence, let pastors boldly dare all things by the word of God, 
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of which they have been constituted dispensators; let them con- 
strain all the power, glory and haughtiness of the world to make 
room for and to obey the majesty of that word; let them by means of 
that word command all from the greatest to the smallest; let them 
edify the house of Christ; let them demolish the reign of Satan... 
but all through and within the word of God. Pastors who substitute 
their own fancies for the word are to be chased away as wolves. 

For Christ has commanded us to listen only_to those who teach us 
that which they have taken from his word. 

For Calvin, the Word of God was an event, an intervention of God in 
one's life, spoken not merely to enlighten by its teachings, but to 
transform by its creative power. 

According to Calvin, God manifests himself only through his Word: 

In this, therefore, whether God uses the agency of man or works 
immediately by his own power, it is always by his word that he 
manifests himself to those whom he designs to draw to himself. 
In his commentary on the First chapter of St. John's gospel, Calvin out- 
lined his understanding of the nature of the Word of God. He translated 
"the Word" as "speech," because he feared that the Greek word logos 
does not apply so well. It means, no doubt, definition, and rea- 
soning, and calculation; but I am unwilling to carry the abstruse- 
ness of philosophy beyond the measure of my faith.® 
The Word of God is dynamic; it cannot be considered only as "definition." 
The second person of the Trinity is the Speech of Goa. 9? Here God re- 
veals himself to man and manifests his will. 
He obeys God who, being instructed in his will, hastens in the di- 
rection in which God calls him. But how are we so instructed un- 


less by his word? The will declared by his word is, therefore, 
that which we must keep in view in acting. 


This Word of God has the power to effect fully what it intends. 


And he is to so rule as to smite the whole earth with the mere rod 
of his mouth and break them in pieces like a potter's vessel. 

For Calvin, the Word "is the first basis whereby faith is supported 
and sustained." ^^ The word that confirms faith has an objectivity all 
its own. 

I only contend that so long as they insist on the word of God, they 
are never so caught as to be led away to destruction, while their 


conviction of the truth of the word of God is so clear and certain 
that it cannot be overthrown by either man or angels. 


Because of the value which Calvin attributed to the Word in the 
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process of faith, it would be difficult to overestimate the importance 
preaching had for him. For by the preaching of the Word "God begets and 
multiplies his church and this church maintains the truth and transmits 
seb ste NÉ 

With his doctrine of the Word of God, Calvin put himself in the tra- 
dition of the Humanists who had advocated a theologia rhetorica. This 
theology could not accommodate the type of experiential and direct knowl- 
edge of God that Juan de Valdes and St. Ignatius had described in terms 
of sentire. The theologia rhetorica lacked a specific doctrine of the 
Holy Spirit. In the Enchiridion of Erasmus, the Spirit was conspicu- 
ously absent. The Holy Spirit was understood in its opposition to the 
flesh, to the outward and external. It had no place in the question of 
the knowledge of God. 

In Calvin we have a vibrant doctrine of the Holy Spirit, which he re- 
ceived in great part from Ricca doi According to Calvin, the Holy Spirit 
produces a new spiritual sense (sensus) within man. This sense, which 
operates through a spiritual intuition or intuitive perception, leads 
the soul to a certainty surpassing all human judgment; © The Holy 
Spirit by its action illuminates the soul in such a way that it can per- 
ceive the truth of the word revealed in the scriptüresi 

For the scriptures exhibit pure evidence of its truth, as white and 
black can do of their color, and sweet and bitter things of their 
taste... 
All we need is a sense to discern and be convinced of its divine quality, 
a sense that convinces us with the same immediacy we have from the per- 
ception of light and darknesatle Calvin used the words persuasio, noti- 
tia, sensus, to describe the nature and the result of this perception. 
It is, therefore, such a persuasion as requires no reason; such a 
knowledge as is supported by the highest reasons and in which the 
mind rests with greater security and constancy than in any reason; 
in Benes, such a sense as cannot be produced but by revelation from 
heaven. 
The Holy Spirit creates in man a sense of the divine that produces under- 
standing and a conviction characterized by immediacy and finality: in 
other words, a spiritual discernment. 

Calvin conceded that knowledge of this sort is beyond rational com- 

prehension. Believers “are rather confirmed by the persuasion of divine 


A : BIN. Yi : 
truth than by rational demonstrations. With notitia, persuasio was a 
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basic element in Calvin's doctrine of the knowledge of God. This is 


clearly expressed in his commentary on Ephesians; 


I answer, the effect of the spirit on faith is two-fold even as 
faith is made up of two principal parts. For he both illuminates 
the intellect (mentes) and confirms the mind. The beginning of 
faith is knowledge; the consummation of faith is g_ fixed and steady 
persuasion which admits of no opposing doubtings. 


In the Geneva Catechisms of 1542 Calvin affirmed, 


The Holy Spirit by his illumination makes us capable of understand- 
ing those things which otherwise greatly exceed our ability, in- 
forms us to a steadfast persuasion by sealing the promises of sal- 
vation in our heart.9? 


In his Reply to Sadoleto, Calvin maintained the difference between 


knowledge received from God and knowledge received from human sources: 


So true it is that Christian faith must not be founded on human 
testimony, not propped up by doubtful opinion, not reclined on 
human authority but engraven on our hearts by the finger of the 
living God, so as not to be obliterated by any coloring of error. 
There is nothing of Christ, then, in him who does not hold the ele- 
mentary principle, that it is God alone who enlightens our minds to 
perceive his truth, who by his Spirit seals it in our hearts, and 
by his sure attestation to it confirms our conscience. This is, if 
I may so express it, that full and firm assurarce commended by 
Paul, and which, as it leaves no room for doubts, so not only does 
it not hesitate and waver among human arguments as to which party it 
ought to adhere, but maintains its consistency to the whole world, 
though the whole world should oppose. 8 


The assurance we have that God is speaking to us is from the Spirit. 


Enlightened by him,we no longer believe, either on our own judgment 
or that of others, that the scriptures are from God; but in a way 
superior to human judgment, feel perfectly assured, as much so as 
if we beheld the divine image visibly impressed on it, that it came 
to us by the instrumentality of men, from the very mouth of God. 
The knowledge of God gained through the workings of the word and the 
Holy Spirit is simultaneously characterized both by immediacy and certi- 
tude. While Calvin did speak of evidence for this knowledge, it is 
clear that he was referring to self-evidence, self-authentication. This 
evidence derives immediately from the impact of God's being, through the 
Holy Spirit. We know the truth through the truth in accordance with 


: h 86 
God's own witness to himself. 
The true conviction which believers have of the word of God, of 
their own salvation, and of religion in general, does not spring 
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from the judgment of the flesh, or from human philosophical argu- 
ment, but from the sealing of the Spirit; which imparts to their 
conscience such certainty as to remove all doubts. 


Calvin describes our certitude of the knowledge of God in very strong 


terms. 


Two different things Paul intends to teach, first that the doctrine 
of the gospel cannot be understood otherwise than by the testimony 
of the Holy Spirit; and secondly that those who have a testimony of 
this nature from the Holy Spirit have an assurance as firm and 
solid, as if they felt with their hands what they believe, for the 
Spirit is a faithful and indubitable witness...for nothing that is 
in God escapes notice of the Spirit of God .8 


The knowledge of God possessed through the gift of the Holy Spirit is 
certain and complete. "The certainty which it requires must be full and 

fens : i : ,89 . 
decisive as is usual in matters ascertained and proved.' ECS ra 
knowledge in "which the mind rests more firmly and securely than in any 

eet 4,90 
vision. 
Real certainty is possible for the believer. "We have not an uncer- 
tain God of whom we have created a confused and indistinct apprehension 
: gL 
but one of whom we have a true and solid knowledge." 
The Spirit leads us to the knowledge of God more through persuasion 
than through cognition. 
When we call it knowledge (cognitionem) we intend not such a com- 
prehension (comprehensionem) as men commonly have of those things 
which fall under the notice of their senses. For it is so superior 
that the human mind must succeed and rise above itself in order to 
attain to it. Nor does the mind which attains it comprehend what 
it perceives (sentit), but being persuaded of that which it cannot 
comprehend it understands more by the certainty of the persuasion 
than it would M NAE of any human object by the exercise of its 
natural capacity. 2 

Such knowledge is not the product of sense perception. To attain to it 

"the mind must rise above itself." And even then it does not comprehend 

but is persuaded beyond its comprehension. 
And certainly they do know (scire), but they are more confirmed by 
a persuasion of the divine veracity than taught by demonstration of 
reason. 

Through the testimonium internum the Holy Spirit witnesses to the 
knowledge of God. This evidence lies within the realm of what may pro- 


perly be called religious experience. Calvin described this experience 


through his use of the word sentir, to feel. 
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John then takes this principle for granted, that the knowledge of 
God is efficacious. He then concludes that they by no means know 
God who keep not his precepts and commandments. Plato, though grop- 
ing in darkness, yet denied that the beautiful which he imagined 
could not be known without filling man with the admiration of it- 
self; so he says in his Phaedrus and in other places. How then is 
it possible for you to know God and to be moved by no feeling? Nor 
does it indeed proceed only from God's nature, that to know him is 
immediately to love him. But the Spirit also illuminates our 
minds, inspires our hearts with a feeling conformable to our knowl- 
edge. At the same time the knowledge of God leads us to fear him 
and to love him. For we cannot know him as Lord and Father as he 
shows himself without being dutiful children and obedient servants. 
In short, the doctrine of the gospel is a lively mirror in which we 
contemplate the image of God and are transformed into the same as 
Paul teaches us in II Corinthians 3:18. Where, therefore, there is 
no pure conscience, nothing can be there but an empty phantom of 
knowledge. ? 


Speaking of the work of the Holy Spirit in man, Calvin wrote, 


In like manner, by means of him we become partakers of the divine 
nature, So Bs in a moment to feel (sentir) its quickening energy 
within us. 


Calvin described the same experience even more vividly: 


For the pious soul has the best view of God and may almost be said 
to handle him, for it feels that it is quickened, enlightened, 
saved, justified, and sanctified by him. 


To "feel" (sentir) the presence and action of God is an expression often 


7 M ih 
used by Calvin. The believer feels the majesty of God,” the divinity 
98 : 99 100 $ 101 
of God, the action of God, his fatherhood and his presence. 
The Holy Spirit has a central role in our knowledge of God through the 


testimonium internum (Spiritus Sancti) which it imparts. Calvin de- 


scribed the nature and mode of operation of this testimonium as 


M UE "internal," 92 inward. 194 The testimonium is an inward 


se- 


teaching of the Holy Spirit which produces a certain and true knowledge 
of God. It is a persuasion which does not require reasons, a state of 
conviction not induced by argument but by direct perception. This tes- 
timonium is a divinely ordered insight place within the human mind. 
Calvin compared it to a seal. 

Having denominated the gospel the word of truth, I will not prove 


it by the authority of men; for you have the testimony of the 105 
Spirit of God himself, who sealed the truth of it in our hearts. 


This testimonium is at the same time a witness, because it enables us to 
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know the truth through evidence we cannot obtain by our own investiga- 


tions. 

With his doctrine of the testimonium Spiritus Sancti, Calvin main- 
tained that the only vitalizing knowledge of God a man can have is com- 
municated to him through the working of the Spirit in his heart. This 


doctrine of the Spirit represented Calvin's affirmation of a real intui- 


tive, and in some degree experiential, knowledge of Code ne 


D. Calvin's Epistemology: The Correlation of the Word and the Holy 
Spee 
Although Calvin stressed the importance of the Spirit (much more than 
Luther did), he did not separate it from the word. Calvin was neither 


an illuminatus nor an "enthusiast." He did not see the Spirit function- 


ing as the revealer of new truths - no new revelation was to be expected. 


There are many fanatics who disdain the outward preaching and talk 
in lofty terms about secret revelations. But we see how Christ 
joined these two things together; and therefore, though there is no 
faith until the Spirit of God seals our minds and hearts, still we 
must not go to seek visions or oracles in the clouds; but the 
word...must keep all our senses bound and fixed on itse1f. 107 


The work of the Spirit is not to supplement the revelation made in 
scripture, nor to supersede it, but to authenticate it. 
The Spirit and the Word are correlated reciprocally. One cannot 


separate the Spirit from word or word from Spirit. 


The word itself has not much certainty with us unless confirmed by 
the testimony of the Spirit. For the Lord has joined together by a 
kind of mutual connection the certainty of his word and Spirit so 
that our minds are possessed of a genuine reverence for the word 
when the Spirit shines upon it enabling us to behold the face of 
God; and on the other hand we embrace his Spirit without fear of 10g 
illusion when we recognize him in his image, that is in the word. 


The word of God has no efficacy unless the Holy Spirit is at work in man, 


creating faith and opening his mind to receive the word. 


His (Christ's) preaching accomplishes nothing unless the Spirit, 
the inner teacher, open up the way to the mind. Therefore none 
come to him but who have heard and learned from the Father. And 
what is the nature of this hearing and learning? It is when the 
Spirit by a wonderful special power forms the ears to hear and the 
mind to understand...we must understand therefore that no one can 
enter the kingdom of God except he whose mind has been renewed by 
the illumination of the Holy Spirit. 
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In his commentary on Ezekiel, Calvin explained in detail the interrela- 


tionship between word and Spirit. 


The work of the Spirit, then, is joined with the word of God. But 
a distinction is made that we may know that the external word is of 
no avail by itself, unless animated by the power of the Spirit... 
We hold, therefore, that when God speaks he adds the efficacy of his 
Spirit, since his word without it would be fruitless; and yet the 
word is effectual because the instrument ought to be united with 
the author of the action. 


Without the Spirit of discernment the word would lead to pure posi- 


tivism or legalism. 


But it may be asked, whence have we this discernment? They who 
answer, that the word of God is the rule by which everything that 
men bring forward ought to be tried, say something, but not the 
whole. I grant that doctrines ought to be tested by God's word; 
but unless the Spirit of wisdom (Spiritus prudentiae) is present, 
to have God's word in our hands will avail little or nothing, for 
its meaning will not appear to us...That we may be fit judges, we 
must necessarily be guided by the Spirit of discernment...But the 
Spirit will only so guide us to a right discrimjpation when we 
render all our thoughts subject to God's word. 


Calvin warned constantly against a tendency to deify the external 


word (verbum externum). >” Outward preaching is of no avail to men 


without the Spirit. 


You must not boast therefore of the outward preaching of the word; 
for it will be of_no avail unless it produce its fruit by enlight- 
ening our minds. 


The Spirit must work within the preacher and the beaters a ICIS 
through this work that the word reaches the heart of Pan d The act of 
faith is grounded in the illumination of the Holy Se S By co- 
relating the doctrines of the Holy Spirit and the word Calvin sought to 
avoid both the exaggeration of the enthusiasts and the institutional 


claims of the Papists. 


For when they boast extravagantly of the Spirit, the tendency cer- 
tainly is to sink and bury the word of God, that they may make room 
for their own falsehoods. And you, Sadoleto, by stumbling on the 
very threshold, have paid the penalty to that affront which you 
offered to the Holy Spirit when you separated him from the word. 
For, as if those who seek the word of God were standing where two 
ways meet destitute of any certain sign, you are forced to intro- 
duce them as hesitating whether it be more expedient to follow the 
authority of the church or to listen to those whom you call the 
inventors of new dogmas. Learn, then, by your own experience that 
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it is no less unreasonable to boast of the Spirit without the word 
that it would be absurd to bring forward the word itself without 
the Spirit.ll7 
True knowledge of God is communicated through a concerted divine 
action of the Word and the Spirit. This action can thus be considered 
both objective and subjective. Calvin described two distinguishable 
steps in our knowledge of God. 
God has therefore two ways of teaching; for first, he sounds in our 
ears by the mouth of men, and secondly he addresses us inwardly by 
the Spirit. 
The witness of the Spirit is presented by Calvin as an illumination of 
the mind by which man sees that which he could not see or sees by a 


means he-did not know. Through the Spirit's witness, man can "see" the 
divinity already present in the word. The efficient power of the word 
does not reside in the printed words but in man's act of will and work 
of the Holy Spirit. 
At the same time the prophet teaches that nothing was accomplished 
by this voice (the scripture) till the Spirit was added. God in- 
deed worked efficiently by his own word, but we must hold that his 
efficacy is not contained in the words themselves but proceeds from 
the secret instinct of the Spirit.119 
Both sources of man's knowledge of God demonstrate its revelatory 
nature. Dowey affirms: "Calvin's thought has its whole existence 
within the realm of God as revealer and man as koe n True and sav- 
ing knowledge of God, since the Fall, can only be had through Revela- 
on Ea In harmony with the Old Testament, Calvin links the revelation 
of God's name with the manifestation of his power. The knowledge of God 
which we have through the revelation of his name is a knowledge given 
through God's work and properties. The name of God is 
to be understood as the knowledge of him insofar as he makes him- 
self known to us, for I do not approve of the subtle speculations 
of those who think the name of God means nothing else but God him- 
self. It ought rather to be referred to the works and properties 
by which he is known, than to his essence. l 
Commenting on the words, "I am Yahweh, and there is no savior besides 
me," Calvin explains that the second clause is added..."that we may not 
be surprised that his eternal essence only is here exhibited, but also 


his power and goodness which he constantly exercises toward us and by 
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which he abundantly reveals himsel£."123 Calvin makes the same point in 


another text: 


When the prophet speaks of the strength and power of God he does 
not mean power which is unemployed, but that which is effectual and 
actual, which is actually exerted on us and which conducts to the 
end what he has begun. 1 

The kind of knowledge of God one gains through the revelation of his 


power in actions and deeds is experiential. 
We are invited to a knowledge of God, not such as, content with 
every speculation, merely flutters in the brain, but such as will 
be solid and fruitful, if rightly received and rooted in our lives. 
For the Lord is manifested by his works and properties. When we 
feel their efficacy within us and enjoy their benefits, the knowl- 
edge must impress us more vividly than if we imagined a God from 
whom nothing penetrated to our feelings. 
God is a personal being who speaks to man personally in his works and 
effects. Man's listening is experiential because God's word is in no 
way divorced from his deeds and actions. 
He calls God true, not only because he is ready to stand faithfully 
by his promises, but also because whatsoever he says in words he 
fulfills in sesse for he so speaks that his command immediately 
becomes his act. 
God's power is contained in his word quite apart from the receptive 
hearing: 
Though the word of God does not always exert its power on man, yet 
it is in a manner included in itself, as though he had said, 'If 
anyone thinks that the air is beaten by an empty sound when the 
word of God is preached he is greatly mistaken, for it is a living 
thing and full of hidden power which leaves nothing in man un- 
touched. '127 
God is a completely voluntary object of our knowledge. To know him is 
possible only if he wills it in manifesting himself through a free in- 
tervention on his part. A double movement of will is involved in com- 
municating this knowledge on God's part in his self-manifestation and on 
man's part in his response. Calvin described man's response as obedi- 
ence, aptitudo obedientiae. An individual has knowledge of God when he 
knows facts about God and has an actual acquaintance with him. In Cal- 
vin's thought, full and certain knowledge of facts about God is arrived 


at only through the personal witness of God to the individual. 
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Nor does it proceed only from God's nature that to know God is 
immediately to love him. But the Spirit who illuminates our minds 
inspires our hearts with a feeling conformable to our knowledge. 
At the sams time the knowledge of God leads us to fear him and to 
love him.? 

The Holy Spirit is God's personal presence among men; in the Spirit 
we attain God in his own personal being. The knowledge of God which 
comes from the presence of the Spirit posits us as subjects vis à vis 
the divine subject. It creates a personal relationship, but one in 
which God remains in control over man's judgments about him. The testi- 
monium internum of the Holy Spirit should not be understood in a sub- 
jective manner but in an objective manner: the Holy Spirit inheres in 
the objective truth of God. Through the Spirit God's truth is person- 
ally present to man. 17? 

According to Calvin, the object of the Spirit's testimony is a per- 
son. Knowledge of God is defined as acquaintance with him. This is why 
Calvin's concept of the knowledge of God was truly personalistic: God 
speaks and man is summoned. In Calvin's mind, the objective and subjec- 
tive character of revelation coincide - the author of the word is also 
the author of the receiver's faith. We arrive not at a doctrine but at 

130 
an event. 

We know the truth through the truth in accordance with God's own wit- 
ness to himself. This means that we know God on the grounds that he 
himself provides. This is related to Calvin's doctrine of election. 

The priority and the objectivity of God is the basis for all genuine 
knowledge of him. 
Let this truth then stand sure, that no one can be called a son of 
God, who does not know himself to be such; and this is called 
knowledge by John in order to set forth its certainty. 
God's word in scripture shines with a majesty of its own and with unmis- 
takable self-authenticating power. 


The word of the Lord constrains us “4 its majesty, as by a violent 
impulse, to yield obedience to it.13 


The scripture, carrying its own evidence along with it, deigns not 

to submit to proofs and arguments, but owes the full conviction 

with which we ought to receive it to the testimony of the Spirit 133 
Calvin understood man's knowledge of God as knowledge gained in the 


immediate experience of his presence. We know God through the direct 
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impact and causality of his divine being in and through his Word. God 
manifests himself and acts towards man and is present to him through his 
word. Thus knowledge of God is attained primarily by hearing rather 
than by seeing. "True knowledge of God is perceived more by the ears 
than by the eyes 713 This hearing caused by the power of the Word of 
God is experiential and the source of an intuitive knowledge. It is 
auditive since it is directly related to hearing and is caused by the 
Word of God. At the same time it is intuitive because of the quality of 
relationship is establishes between God and man. 

Through this notion of an intuitive-auditive knowledge of God, Calvin 
was proposing a method of knowing which presumed to cut through the 
shield of images and concepts separating reality from the perceiving 
subject. It depended on a personal rapprochement between the subject 
and the object of knowledge rather than upon the ordinary subject- 
object-antithesis. In his theory of knowledge, Calvin proposed a method 
of knowing in which the object takes the initiative and reveals itself 
to the subject. God presents himself to man, breaking in upon the human 
consciousness from the outside. Thus God and man are not separated by a 
veil of conceptualization. Knowledge of God does not end with a concept 
of God but with God himself. 

Even as Calvin elaborated his doctrine of the auditive-intuitive 
knowledge of God, he was very much aware that even in revelation the 
inner essence of God remains unattainable. "God's substance is utterly 
invisible and hidden from RATE Revelation enables man to overcome 
only part of his noetic difficulties. Even special revelation cannot 
bridge the epistemological gap that separates man from the knowledge of 
God. Calvin affirmed that God closes this gap by giving man a knowledge 
that is not man's own, but God's. The real knowledge of God does result 
from an act occurring in the mind of man. This act is effected, however, 
only by the Spirit of God who, because he is God, accomplishes in man's 
mind what sinful man no longer can do for himself. The human mind can 
know, it can receive the truth; but it cannot attain the full knowledge 
of God, certain, permanent and productive of piety. This is the primary 
and immediate effect of regeneration: an intuition of the authority of 
scripture produced in the intellect by the witnessing of the Holy Spirit. 
To know that the Bible is the word of God may not be said to be a pro- 


duct of human wisdom, even regenerated human wisdom. It is not completely 
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separated from the intellect, since it is the mind that knows. But it 
is the power of the witnessing Spirit which produces this knowledge 
within the intellect. And the divine wisdom or insight is injected 
directly. 

Calvin held that the given knowledge of God could be described as an 
immediate intuition of the mind. This intuition is not man's judgment 
but God's judgment, or witness to the truth, which he simply transfers 
to the mind of man. It is self-evident knowledge: God himself declares 
it to be so. Through regeneration man is not given a better ability to 
reason, but the gift of the witness of the Holy Spirit. By this wit- 
ness, man knows the truth, but his ability to know is not due to any 
improvement of the human mind but to the gift of God's judgment. 

It is foolish to attempt to convince the infidel that the scripture 
is the word of God. The evidences cannot of themselves produce a 
firm faith in scripture until our heavenly Father manifests his 
presence in it, and therefore secure implicit reverence for it. 
Then only, therefore, the scriptures suffice to give a saving 
knowledge of God when its certainty is founded on the inner per- 
suasion of the Holy Spirit.136 

Yet this is a further obstacle to man's knowledge, which God's gift 
of his personal knowledge does not wholly remove. Man's capacity to 
receive truth, to know God, is still hindered by sin and by finiteness 
itself. Radically speaking, man's inability to know God fully is a 
necessary part of his finitude. Nevertheless, Calvin maintained that we 
have a clear knowledge of God. 

For we have in the word, insofar as it is expedient for us, a naked 
and open revelation of God, and it has nothing intricate in it, to 
hold us in suspense, as wicked persons imagine; for how small a 


proportion does this bear to that vision which we have in our eyes? 
Hence it is only in a comparative sense that it is termed obscure 137 


Yet God is so transcendent that a direct vision of him would destroy man. 


We who have not as yet reached that great height (speaking about 
angels and the vision of God) behold an image of God as it is pre- 
sented before us in the word, in the sacraments, and in fine in the 
whole of the service of the church...Our faith therefore at present 
is to behold God as absent. How so? Because it sees not his face, 
but rests satisfied with the image in the mirror; but when we shall 
have left the world and gone to him it will behold him as near as 
before his eyes...As we must understand it in this manner that the 
knowledge of God which we now have from his word is indeed certain 
and true, and has nothing in it that is confused, perplexed or 
dark, but is spoken of as comparatively obscure because it comes 
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far short of that clear manifestation to which we look forward; for 
then we shall see face to face.138 

Eschatological knowledge of God will be the direct face-to-face vision 
of the essence of God; no longer will we see only "under symbol," 
"through a veil," “through his word." From Calvin's statements, it is 
apparent that he considered all of man's present knowledge of God as in- 
direct. 

Calvin asserted the possibility of attaining God through the mediation 
of preaching. This brings us to the epistemological function of the 
Holy Spirit in Calvin's concept of the intuitive-auditive knowledge of 
God. All language is related to God's being through the living action 
of the Holy Spirit. It is the Holy Spirit that provides transparence in 
our knowledge and language of God. Apart from its action, God as eter- 
nal truth does not reach us either through our language or that of the 
scriptures. But by the Spirit we are made capable of distinguishing the 
reality of God from the products of our own minds. That is why for Cal- 
vin man's speech could really become God's word. 

The word goes out of the mouth of God in such a manner that it 


likewise goes out of the mouth of men; but God does not speak 
openly from heaven, but employs men as his instruments. 


Through the preached word God is attained and known. 


Among the many noble endowments with which God has adorned the human 
race, one of the most remarkable is, that he deigns to consecrate 
the mouth and tongues of men to his service, making it his own 
voice to be heard in them.140 
Calvin referred to preaching as a token of the presence of God and a 
means by which he becomes present to us. 
The Lord is said to come when he gives any token of his presence. 
He approaches by the preaching of the word and he approaches also 
by various benefits which he bestows upon us. 

Calvin's solution to the problem of knowing God was an indirect but 
intuitive knowledge. He arrived at this by reducing the concept of an 
analogical knowledge of God to a knowledge of God through his word as 
Spoken by men. The word itself functions as the analogy. 

For as men are made known by the countenance and speech, so God 
utters his voice to us by the voice of the prophet and, in his 


documents, takes as it were a visible form from which he may be 
known by us according to our feeble capacities.! 
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In its analogical function the human word is a pointer. "Words are 
: 43 $ ; - 

nothing else but signs." But when God gives a sign, he comes himself 
to be present. Signs form a veil behind which God conceals his presence 
in human affairs. They are at the same time focal points for the meet- 
ing between God and man. Calvin understood a sign to point to another 
reality. 

As he was not tied to any place, so he meant nothing less than to 

tie his people to the earthly symbols, but he descends to them that 

he might take them up to himself .144 
True symbols point beyond themselves; they must be momentary and self- 
negating. A true symbol drives the mind beyond itself to what it signi- 
fies. Speaking of miracles, Calvin wrote, 

And for this cause are they called signs, because the Lord will not 


have men's mind to stay there but to be lifted up higher; as they 
are referred to another end. 


In another place, he wrote, "It pleases the Lord to employ earthly ele- 
ments, as vehicles for raising the minds of men on high."146 For Cal- 
vin, as opposed to Occam, the function of ideas and statements in the 
Bible is not to transmit a corpus of creditive ideas separated from God 
but to direct and point us to God. This is true because in the knowl- 
edge of God there is no place for the fabrications of our minds. In the 
knowledge of God we are totally dependent upon his prior activity. We 
can never subordinate the res to the sermo. This understanding on the 
part of Calvin was close to John Major's concept of the knowledge of God 
as active (cognitio activa) but not factive (cognitio factiva). God's 
purpose in revealing himself to man through signs he has chosen is to 
keep man from idolatry. Through these signs, God seeks to give man 
something earthly, something he can hold on to with his mind. Calvin's 
notion of symbol is linked both to his idea of God and to his opposition 
to idolatry. There is a constant temptation for man to make God a pic- 
ture of himself, to grasp God according to his capacity. The mind of 
man is a factory of idols. 

Calvin's understanding of word and spirit, relating respectively to 
the objective and subjective factors of knowledge, ended the antithesis 
between objectivism and subjectivism. Subjective certainty and personal 
conviction were no longer dangerous obstacles to the knowledge of God. 


A personal knowledge of God was not detrimental to the objective knowledge 


The Word and the Spirit 163 


of him. Man's relation to God was no longer fixed by his relation to 
the Church, nor even by his relation to the word, if by the word was 
meant only the positivistic sense, without reference to the Spirit. The 
encounter between the divine and the human could not be limited by any 
preconditions. For such conditions would amount to a refusal to live as 
an elect of God. To ascribe divine authority to anything other than him 
whom one had personally experienced would be idolatry. 

Calvin argued against making any external authority the ultimate cri- 
terion of truth, whether that authority was the Church, previous histori- 
cal revelation, or the Bible itself when considered only as the record 
of past revelation. According to Calvin, the Holy Spirit was not bound 
to the preaching of Paule t4 nor even to that of Jesus: +? With this in 
view, the successors to Paul and to Jesus should not presume the pres- 
ence of the Spirit. 

Since therefore the Lord assigns this office to the word, let us 
know that he also gives his power to it, that it may not be offered 
in vain, but may inwardly move the heart. Not always, indeed, or 


promiscuously but when it pleases God by the secret power of the 
Spirit to work in this manner. 


The Spirit is never confined to any institution. It can work apart from 
DST 


the preaching of the te pe Calvin was not an enthusiast. In 
fact, in establishing the epistemological correlation of word and Spirit, 
he struggled against the enthusiasts as well as the Romans. Against the 
enthusiasts, Calvin affirmed the unity of word and Spirit; against the 
Romans, he denied the mediation of the Church. This denial was made 
evident in the rejection of what he called implicit faith. 
Is it faith to understand nothing, and merely submit our convic- 
tions implicitly to the church? Faith consists not in ignorance 
but in knowledge, knowledge not of God merely, but of divine will. 
We do not obtain salvation either because we are prepared to 
embrace every dictate of the church as true and leave for the 
church the province of inquiring and determining; but when we 
recognize God as propitious Father through the reconciliation made 
by Christ and Christ as given to us for righteousness, sanctifica- 
tion and life. By this knowledge, I say, not by the submission of 
our understanding we obtain entrance to the kingdom of heaven. 
He considered that real authority for man's religious life must rise out 
of his personal experience and find its ultimate legitimization in the 
individual. Verification and certitude are ultimately personal and, as 


such, incommunicable. This personal certitude is not subject to public 
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and external judgment nor does it regain the general approval of others. 


As to others we have no testimony except from the outward efficacy 
of the Spirit; that is, insofar as the grace of God shows itself in 
them, so that we come to know it. There is therefore a great dif- 
ference because the assurance of faith remains inwardly shut up and 
does not extend itself to others.153 
Experience is incommunicable by nature. In some of its aspects, it can 
be meaningful for others. Others can understand that such an experience 
occurs; others can desire to have such an experience. The religious ex- 
perience is the awareness of the presence of God possessed of a distinc- 


tive feeling and tone. The inner-felt aspects of the experience and the 


certitude it imparts - these cannot be communicated. 


E. Conclusion 


John Calvin has been described as a cold logician in older scholar- 

ship as well as in more recent studies. 
He has no experiential sense of what it means to discover divinity 
dwelling within - a striking example of how remote head knowledge 
can be from visionary realization.! 
This is certainly a caricature. John Calvin affirmed many times in his 
writings the intensively experiential character of the knowledge of God. 
Calvin was conscious of a Presence in the depth of his soul. This Pres- 
ence was more real to him than anything else he knew. 

Calvin's understanding of the nature of the knowledge of God brought 
to its logical conclusion the inwardness, individualism and personalism 
of the Devotio Moderna, yet escaped the pitfalls of pure subjectivism. 
In the correlation of the Word and the Spirit Calvin established an 
epistemology able to support a spirituality proceeding from the I-Thou 
relationship between God and man. 

Calvin spoke of a Religious knowledge, for Calvin demanded a personal 
acquaintance of the subject with its object. Affective elements were 
considered integral to it. Knowing involves being saved, and being 
saved means experiencing a new power at work within ourselves. This 
interrelation Calvin stated more explicitly in his exegesis of John 17:3. 

Now he describes the manner of bestowing life, namely, when he en- 
lightens the elect in the true knowledge of God...Where he has 


shown, we possess him by faith, and therefore we also enter into 
the possession of life; and this is the reason why the knowledge of 
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him is truly and justly called saving, or bringing salvation. Al- 
most every one of the words has its weight; for it is not every 
kind of knowledge which forms us anew into the image of God from 
faith to faith, or rather is the same with faith, by which having been 
engrafted to the body of Christ we are made partakers of the divine 
adoption and heirs of heaven. 155 

Calvin was speaking here of the kind of knowledge which two people come 

to have of one another through intimate conversation when the bond of 

friendship has been established. Man knows God as a benevolent person 

who is keenly interested in his welfare. 

God is known in an existential attitude. Man and God were envisioned 
by Calvin not as abstractions but in a concrete encounter. Ultimately, 
the knowledge of God is a knowledge that determines the existence of the 
knower. 

For how can the thought of God enter your mind without immediately 
giving rise to the thought that since you are his workmanship, you 
are bound by the very law of creation to be subject to his author- 
ity.156 
This knowledge is given as man is caught by him, as he becomes aware 
that in his own adulation and lowliness he is never alone and isolated 
but that in himself, in his very depths, there is a life greater and 
richer than his which supports and creates him. To know God is to ex- 
perience that one is known by him. To know him is to be known by him 
and to hope in hin, 1?" 

This knowledge is supra-rational. It cannot be adequately formulated 
in concepts, although concepts are required to communicate and share it. 
Yet this knowledge is not subjective. For it is not created by man but 
given as an undeserved grace. Knowing God cannot be compared to knowing 
any other things. He is not an external object we discover by touching. 
He is not an object of science, that can be apprehended, analyzed, or 
manipulated. Knowing God does not mean that the mind has grasped an- 
other object. It is based in the experience of a subject. Calvin's 
understanding of theology must be viewed within this context. Theology 
cannot claim to be a summa, a complex of truths ordering all revealed 
data by the aid of reason. Theology can only be an institution, an in- 
struction, a kind of catechism. The title of the original edition of 


Calvin's Institutes clearly indicated his reason for writing: 


Basic instruction in the Christian religion, containing verbally 
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the whole sum of godliness (pietatis) and all that needs to be 
known in the doctrine of salvation: a work x well worth reading 
for all Christians with a zeal for godliness.l? 

To remain faithful to its object, theological reflection must func- 
tion at the very center of the Word of God. It seeks to conform itself 
to the Word not in order to penetrate the mystery of God but in order to 
understand it in its work of summoning man. Man is not primarily an 
intellect, capable of receiving truth; he is primarily a person, open to 
the Lord. 

God cannot be known outside faith and obedience. This knowledge does 
not teach us propositions about him, but rather how man may unite him- 
self with God's purposes. We are to know not what God is in himself, 
but what he is erga os ee We look not for scientific knowledge but 
for saving knowledge. Calvin recognized the validity of objective 
knowledge. But this is not the kind of knowledge that theology is made 
of. Theological knowledge is faith-knowledge. 

Theology is not the satisfaction of the intellect. It is a doing. 
Calvin did not ask questions about God; he let himself be questioned by 
God's Word. The theologian is a man in continual dialectical relation- 
ship between the Word and the Spirit; he is sent from the Word to the 
Spirit and the Spirit to the Word. For it is not man who, under the 
influence of faith, seeks to understand God's mysteries; it is God him- 
self who reveals and unveils himself in order to save man. There is no 
autonomous role in theology for reason. Calvin knew of no ratio theo- 
logica specific in itself and capable through faith of penetrating the 
mysteries. 59 For Calvin there was no such thing as scientific theology 


but only wisdom (sapientia) which is pietas. 
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17. Monumenta I, 1, 105. 
LS epid ya LOG? 
19. Fontes II, 123, "Vidi, sensi et intellexi omnia fidei Christi- 


anae mysteria." 

20. We witness in Occam two tendencies: 1) to base knowledge on the 
safe ground of reality in intuitive knowledge, and 2) to eliminate any 
element, for instance a species, that could becloud the immediate vision 
of reality and prevent the mind from an immediate contact with things, 
thus leading it to skepticism. For if reality is not grasped immedi- 
ately, how can we ever ascertain that we grasp reality at all? Cf. E. 
Hochstetter, Studien zur Metaphysik und Erkenntnislehere Wilhelms von 
Ockham (Berlin, 1927); E. Gilson, The Unity of Philosophical Experience 


(New York, 1937). 
21. Occam, In Sent. I, Pro. (Opera Plurima III; London, 1962). 
29 Tbid s Edo 7- 
23. During Calvin's stay at the College of Montaigu, the most 


important philosopher and theologian there was John Major. 

24. Magistri Anthonii Coronel, In Posteriora Aristotelis...commen- 
taria (Paris, 1510) last page, For the details concerning Major's life, 
A. E. G. Mackay, Memoir of John Major of Haddington (Edinburg, 1892). 

25. J. Durkan, "John Major: After 400 Years" and "The School of John 
Major: Bibliography," The Innes Review Vol. I, 2 (1950) 131ff., 140ff. 

26. H. Elie, Le traité "de l'Infini" de Jean Mair (Paris, 1938); 
idem., Le Complexe Significabile (Paris, 1937). Major describes his own 
position in In Sent. IV, prol., ed. 1519. A significant fact is that his 
his own disciples could evolve in totally different directions. Peter 
Crockaert became a radical realist while Anthonio Coronel developed 
Major's terministic logic to exaggerated conclusions. 

271 Cheeinisent. I; prol? q O01 Trol. IT A Major$verysottenfaffrrms 
that our experience of the mirror teaches us the relationship that 
exists between the image and reality. Cf. In Sent. I, d.3, q.3, fol. 
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AO COMM Eh 702102, COL: CCl Xs. 85: 

50. "In Sent. I, prol. q.6, fol. XIV, 4. 

DL ECOMM sil.) 6336; fol? CCLXIX; 01:20, 3], 4 fol. CCCXDI, .69; 15, 16, 
Fol CCCXIX L44. 

52. In Sent. III, d.40, q.4, fol. CLXIV, 3. Major also has an in- 
teresting doctrine on predestination. He teaches a double predestina- 
tion: an eternal predestination and an eternal reprobation. Cf. In Sent 
PCat, eC tances geet O Lice XGVIS 1. 

53. This epistemology may not have been his first concern; it may 
have evolved in part as a response to the problem of the dependence of 
scripture on the authority of the Church. But as a system it has its 
own logic and stands independently. 

54 Communal: 21720C,047,0354-355; 

55. In the preface of the Institutes, Calvin accuses the scholastics 
of having buried the truth of Christ. "...the truth of Christ, if not 
properly destroyed and dispersed, lurks as if it were ignobly buried." 
The truth is buried under a mass of complicated and subtle arguments and 
theses that, according to Calvin, have no foundation in scripture, argu- 
ments that have no effective value in the work of salvation. In his 
vituperation it is the scholastic method of formal logic and syllogism 
that Calvin opposes. Cf. Erasmus,Opera, 4, 406 C; 461 C. Cf. also B. 
A. Gerrish, Grace and Reason (Oxford, 1962) 32-42. 

The representatives of this method are called by Calvin sophistae, 
scholastici sophistae, ratiocinationum architecti. Through their syllo- 
gisms and logic, they seek to explain the incomprehensible mystery of 
Christ. They add to the simplicity of the scriptures through their 
curiosity, and in doing so, turn themselves away from the Scriptures. 
"All the Fathers with one heart execrated and with one mouth protested 
against contaminating the word of God with the subtleties of sophists, 
and involving it in the brawls of dialecticians. Do they keep within 
these limits when the sole occupation of their lives is to entwine and 
entangle the simplicity of scripture with endless disputes, and worse 
still, with that sophistical jargon? So much so that were the Fathers 
to rise from their graves and listen to the brawling art which bears the 
name of speculative theology, they would recognize it as anything but a 
discussion of a religious nature." 0S, I, 29) To these theologians 
true knowledge of God remains inaccessible. OS, 1, 96; compare Erasmus: 
"Hoc Philosophiae genus in affectibus situm verius, quam in syllogismis, 
vita est magis quam disputatio, afflatus potius quam eruditio, transfor- 
matio magis quam ratio." (Opera, 5, 141,E) 

56. Cf. Josef Bohatec, Budé und Calvin. Studien zur Gedankenwelt des 
franzôsishen Frühumanismus (Graz, 1950); Jean Boisset, Sagesse et Sain- 
teté dans la Pensée de Jean Calvin (Paris, 1959); Victor Lawrence Nuovo, 
"Calvin's Theology. A Study of its Sources in Classical Antiquity" (un- 
published Ph.D. thesis, Columbia University, 1964); Quirinus Breen, John 
Calvin. A Study in French Humanism 2nd ed. (1968); idem., "John Calvin 
and the Rhetorical Tradition" in Christianity and Humanism (Grand Rapids 
Mich., 1968) 107-129; idem., "Humanism and the Reformation" in Jerald C. 
Brauer (ed.), The Impact of the Church Upon Its Culture (Essays in 
Divinity Vol. II; Chicago, 1968) 145-171; Charles Trinkaus, "Renaissance 
Problems in Calvin's Theology" in William Peery (ed.), Studies in the 
Renaissance Vol. I (Austin, Texas, 1954) 59-80. 

There are in the Institutes many clear echoes of Clavin's early con- 
centration upon classical antiquity. His great dependence on Cicero's 
philosophical treatises is well known. There were at least twenty 


170 The Spirituality of John Calvin 


different works of Cicero present in the library of the Academy in 
Geneva. It would seem that Calvin possessed a remarkable knowledge of 
Cicero the homo religiosus as well as Cicero the orator. In defining 
the concept of religion, it is not Augustine that he has recourse to but 
Cicero (Inst. I, 12, 1). He is also influenced by Cicero in defining 
such terms as pietas, cultus, and cognitio Dei: "...ut intelligant lec- 
tores, quid vere sit pietas, subiicimus verba Ciceronis ex Topicis." 
(0C,2572102) 

Cf. also Bohatec, Budé and Calvin, 245ff. 

This dependence on classical authors and contemporary humanism is 
seen in the very form of the Institutes. Its logic is that of rhetoric, 
not that of syllogism. In the Institutes Calvin's purpose is to teach. 
He aims at moving people and changing their ways. He has a love for 
metaphor, personification, resounding words and phrases, alliteration. 
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63. J. Calvin, Institution de la Religion Chrestienne, ed. J. D. 
Benoit (Paris, 1957) Vol. V, 300-303. On the influence of Luther on 
John Calvin: A. Ganoczy, Le Jeune Calvin, 139-150. 
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69. "As to the Evangelist calling the Son of God the Speech, the 
simple reason appears to me to be first, because he is the eternal Wis- 
dom and Will of God and, secondly, because he is the lively image of his 
purpose; for as Speech is said to be among men the image of the mind, so 
it is not inappropriate to apply this to God, and to say that He reveals 
himself to us by His Speech." (Ibid.) 
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75. Bucer played an important role in the development of Calvin's 
theology. As early as the Institutes of 1536, there is evidence that 
Calvin carefully read Bucer's Commentaries. In his chapter on prayer, 
Calvin reproduces the whole sequence of ideas expressed by Bucer in his 
commentary on the Gospel of St. Matthew. But it was most clearly in his 
Doctrine of the Holy Spirit that Bucer influenced Calvin. Cf. W. P. 
Stephens, The Holy Spirit in the Theology of Martin Bucer (Cambridge, 
1970) 196-208. 

76. The sensus-divinitatis, given by the Spirit, replaces the in- 
stinctual awareness of God: "There is within the human mind, and indeed 
by natural instinct, an awareness of divinity. This we take to be be- 
yond controversy. To prevent anyone from taking refuge in the pretense 
of ignorance, God himself has implanted in all men a certain understanding 
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of his divine majesty." (Inst., I, 3, 1) "...this conviction, namely, 
that there is some God, is naturally inborn in all, and is fixed deep 
within, as it were in the very marrow." (Inst., I, 3, 3) 
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126. Comm. Rom., 3:4; OC, 49, 48. 

127. Comm. Heb., 4:12; OC, 55, 50. This concept of the word of God 
is thoroughly biblical. For the Israelite, the idea of "word" lies in 
the conception of the spoken word as a distinct reality charged with 
power. The basic concept of the word is the word-thing. The power of 
the word posits the reality which it signifies. Strange as it seems, 
Israel does not make any distinction between a word and a thing (actions 
and facts).  "Dabar," "word," means as much a word pronounced or written 
as it does an event in nature or history. "After these words," may also 
mean "after these events." (Gen. 22:1) Words are not only said but 
done. (Gen. 24:66) All the content of this notion of word is applied 
to God when the O.T. says that "God speaks." The Biblical word of God" 
emerges from a cultural background in which "word" is understood as a 
dynamic entity with its own distinct reality. 

The word of God has a creative force. In Genesis God's word is 
charged with the will and the power to create; not even Chaos can resist 
LES 

God's word directs the making of history; it determines events: 
"Things of the past I foretold long ago, they went forth from my mouth, 
I let you hear of them; then suddenly I took action and they came to be." 
(Is. 48:3) The Word of God in the Old Testament is power in action, and 
its effect is creation history. Salvation history with its own distinct 
reality comes into view. (Ps. 147:15-18; Is. 44:26-28; Wisdom 18, 15; 
OS, 5.67570 Jer. 5:14) 

The word is here considered as an externalization of the personality 
of God, an expression of his will. It endures therefore as long as the 
will which it expresses. There is no agent which can destroy it, cor- 
rupt it, or frustrate it. 
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129. Several theologians within the reformed tradition have recently 
insisted that in authentic Calvinism no true object of knowledge is pre- 
sented. E. Brunner maintains that there is no object of revelation; 
rather "revelation consists in the meeting of two subjects: God himself 
is the revelation, being at the same time the revealer and the revealed." 

130. G. W. Locher, Testimonium internum. Calvins Lehre vom Heiligen 
Geist und das hermeneutische Problem (Theol. Studien, Heft 81; Zurich, 
1964). On page 15, Locher gives the essence of his argument: "Das 
Ewige kam und kommt in unsere Zeit. Darum liegt die Offenbarungskraft 
der Offenbarung nicht an einer überzeitlichen Wahrheit, sondern gerade 
an ihrer kontingenten Geschichtlichkeit.  Offenbarung ist keine Lehre, 
sondern ein Ereignis, námlich die Erlôsung; ein Ereignis, dem auch mit 
meinem Verstehen als Glaubenserkennen ein Ereignis entspricht. Credo in 
Spiritum Sanctum." 
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Comm. Lk., 24:45; OC, 45, 816. 

149% Comm. Is.) 35:47 0G, 36, 1592; 

150. "He also convinced them without the word, for we know how 
powerful are the secret instincts of the Spirit." Comm. Mt., 15:23; OC, 
45, “4575 

151. "What becomes of the word of the Lord, that clearest of all 
marks which the Lord himself in designating the church so often commends 
to us? For seeing how dangerous it would be to boast of the Spirit 
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Holy Spirit; but in order that his government might not be vague and un- 
stable, he bound it to the word." Reply to Sadoleto, 60-61. 
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CHAPTER VI 
CONCLUSION 


Introduction 


To the question, "Did Calvin have a spirituality?" the reply must be 
affirmative. He had a spirituality possessing a discernible unity and 
distinct characteristics. It differed radically from the Devotio Mo- 
derna on three essential points: it was a spirituality of service 
within the world; it was accompanied by a new religious epistemology 
which made possible a reinterpretation of ecclesiological models and 
laid sound foundations for individualism in spirituality; and it asser- 
ted the inner unity of Christian life and theology. 

While the distinctive ideas in Calvin's spirituality originated in 
response to the challenge of the sixteenth century, they have a new and 
unmistakable validity today. Modern emphases have deepened Calvin's 
seminal concepts, giving his vision of the Christian life a new and 
broader dimension. I see the relevance of Calvin's thought to three 
questions of contemporary spirituality: sanctification as world trans- 
formation; the role of the Church in the spiritual life; and spiritual- 


ity and theological method. 


A. A Spirituality of Service Within the World 


In his doctrine of the creative work of the Holy Spirit within the 
individual and of the "ingrafting" of the individual into an organic 
relationship with Christ, Calvin proclaimed not only the possibility but 


the necessity of real oneness with God. This saving relationship begun 


by God involved a personal and deep response from man. Calvin posited 
not only a need for justification, but also a need for sanctification. 
Justification must be more than the forensic imputation of righteousness; 
it must enter into the human experience and effect an inner transforma- 
tion. This inner transformation demanded, on the part of the individual, 
a striving in and through God's grace toward perfection. Although Cal- 
vin was convinced of the effect of sin and the need for repentance and, 
like Luther, stressed the simul justus et peccator (God justifies us 


while we are yet in our sin) he insisted on the perfectibility of man 


as well. The goal of this perfectibility was the restoration of the 
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image of God and of the original order, not only within man, but within 
the world. 

Calvin also understood salvation history as a restoration. Here it 
is evident how he differed from Luther. The difference appears quite 
sharply in their eschatologies. For Luther the new heaven and the com- 
ing of the Kingdom were to be accompanied by the total collapse and dis- 
solution of the present world. For Calvin the fulfillment of the King- 
dom included within it the renovation of the world, the restoration of 
the created order. At the very core of Calvin's eschatology was the 
belief that the coming'of God's Kingdom transforms the created world. 
This restoration had begun in the Incarnation, when "the world began to 


be renewed and arose out of the darkness of death into the light of 
lite" 

The process of restoration is the central work of the Holy Spirit. 

..we now begin to be formed anew by the Spirit after the image of 
God, in order that our entire renovation and that of the whole 
world may afterwards follow in due time. 

It is only in remembering the positive and optimistic expectation of 
restoration that we can understand Calvin's rejection of the world (con- 
temptus mundi). The contemptus mundi does not lead to a withdrawal from 
the world. It means freedom from dependence on the world, but not free- 
dom from life in the world. There is an optimism and an element of hope, 
absent in Luther, which permeates Calvin's spirituality. This outlook 
is shown in Calvin's exegesis of Jn. 12:31, "Now is the judgment of this 
world." 

The word judgment is taken as 'reformation' by some and 'condemna- 
tion' by others. I agree rather with the former who expound it 
that the world must be restored to due order (legitimum ordinem). 
For the Hebrew word mishpat which is translated as judgment means a 
well-ordered constitution (rectam constitutionem). Now we know 
that outside Christ there is nothing but confusion in the world. 
And although Christ had already begun to set up the kingdom of God, 
it was His death that was the true beginning of a properly ordered 
state (status rite compositi) and the complete restoration of the 

3 
world. 

This position vis à vis the world is in marked contrast to the doc- 
trine of the De Imitatione Christi, the full title of which is On the 
Imitation of Christ and Contempt for the World. The notion of "world" 


is central in the Imitation. Holiness is found only by adopting an 
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attitude of contempt toward it. For the "world" is not in the process 
of fulfillment - it is a finished work, to which no further truth can be 
added. The sum of finite realities that a person can choose or reject - 


that is what the world really is. 


It is also laudable in a religious person seldom to go abroad, sel- 
dom to see others, and seldom to be seen by others. Why will you 
consider what it is not lawful for you to have? The world passes 
away with all its concupiscence and deceitful pleasures. 


There is no need to go out into the world. Nothing new occurs in it. 


What may you see outside your chamber that you may not see within 
it? Look, within your chamber you can see heaven and earth and 
all the elements of which all earthly things are made.? 


The Imitatione Christi projects the image of a pilgrim who pays no 
heed to the things around him that he may offer his entire attention to 
the other world, which is torse 

Calvin would agree that we are pilgrims on this earth. But our pil- 
grimage is not without consequence for the world. Condemning the de- 


tachment of the Anabaptists from politics, he argues 


Yet this distinction does not lead us to consider the whole nature 
of government a thing polluted, which has nothing to do with Chris- 
tian men. That is what, indeed, certain fanatics who delight in 
unbridled license should and boast: after we have died through 
Christ to the elements of this world (Col. 2:20), are transported 
to God's Kingdom, and sit among heavenly beings, it is a thing un- 
worthy of us and set far beneath our excellence to be occupied 

with those vile and worldly cares which have to do with business 
foreign to a Christian man. To what purpose, they ask, are there 
laws without trials and tribunals? But what has a Christian man to 
do with trials themselves? Indeed, if it is not lawful to kill, 
why do we have laws and trials? But as we have just now pointed 
out that this kind of government is distinct from that spiritual 
and inward Kingdom of Christ, so we must know that they are not at 
variance. For spiritual government, indeed, is already initiating 
in us upon earth certain beginnings of the Heavenly Kingdom, and 

in this mortal and fleeting life affords a certain forecast of an 
immortal and incorruptible blessedness. Yet civil government has 
as its appointed end, so long as we live among men, to cherish and 
protect the outward worship of God, to defend sound doctrine of 
piety and the position of the church, to adjust our life to the 
society of men, to form our social behavior to civil righteousness, 
to reconcile us with one another, and to promote general peace and 
tranquillity. All of this I admit to be superfluous, if God's 
Kingdom, such as it is now among us, wipes out the present life. 
But if it is God's will that we go as pilgrims upon the earth while 
we aspire to the true fatherland, and if the pilgrimage requires 
such helps, those who take these from man deprive him of his very 


humanity. 
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Calvin's belief in restoration, both of the individual and of the 
world, qualifies the nature of the existing tension in the Christian 
life. Growth is a key concept for Calvin. The power of the Resurrected 
Christ effects real sanctification whereby the sinner is led into a 
greater and ever increasing conformity with Christ. 

Paul wants to teach that outside Christ all things were upset, but 
that through Him they have been reduced to order. And truly, out- 
side Christ, what can we perceive in the world but mere ruins? We 
are alienated from God by sin, and how can we but be wandering and 
shattered? The proper state of creatures is to cleave to God. 

Such an anakephalaiosis as would bring us back to regular order, 

the apostle tells us, has been made in Christ. Formed into one 
body, we are united to God, and mutually conjoined with one another. 
But without Christ the whole world is as it were a shapeless chaos 
and frightful confusion. He alone gathers us into true unity.8 

Luther said little about the growth of the sinner into the likeness 
of Christ. Calvin, on the other hand, saw the existing tension in the 
spiritual life as the reestablishment of the image of God in man (Cal- 
vin's notion of order) conceived as present task and as final goal. This 


order is to be accomplished not only within man; it must also be made 


visible within the Church and society. Calvin expressed the visible 
dimension of this task in the following fashion: "...to establish the 
heavenly reign of God upon earth."? 

In a real sense the Christian must become an agent of the restoration 
of order throughout the world. Within the spirituality of John Calvin 
was a demand for greater earthly activity and a thrust toward the con- 
quest of the world for the Glory of God. The individualistic dimension 
of Calvin's spirituality did not result in the relegation of faith to 
the private sphere. Calvin's spirituality was a mystique of service. 
The apostolic life was no longer a consequence of love for God but the 
form of it. In both its ascetical and mystical aspects, Christian per- 
fection consisted not in formal prayer but in apostolic action under- 
taken for the glory of God. 

The fruit of justification and sanctification is glorification. What 
justification initiates by repentance and faith and sanctification sup- 
ports by obedience in faith glorification completes by perfect love, 


both of God and of one's neighbors. Justification, sanctification and 








glorification might be said to be Calvin's three stages of the spiritual 





life, somewhat like purification, illumination and union, the three 
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stages of traditional Catholic spirituality. 


B. Sanctification as World Transformation 


Calvin's contribution to the understanding of sanctification as world 
transformation has an unmistakable validity today. Throughout the his- 
tory of spirituality there has been a tendency towards passivity and 
withdrawal from active life in the world. 

In a recent issue of Concilium entitled "Spirituality, Public or 
Privates. Christian Duquoc, the editor, states the problem of contempo- 
rary spirituality as the necessity 

to learn to see a Christian life that is fully committed socially 
and politically as the very location of spirituality, while 
acknowledging the social and political implications of certain 
vital elements of spiritual thought. ll 
There can be no dualistic division between the private and public dimen- 
sions of the Christian life. Speaking of the aim of that issue the 
editor continues: 
One of the aims of this number is to show that the dialectic of in- 
wardness and outwardness inherent in Christian spirituality is not 
virtually synonymous with the legalistic distinction between the 
private and public spheres characteristic of bourgeois society at 
the beginning of the industrial era.l? 
There is not one word on Calvin's doctrine in the entire issue. 

The tension between the contemplative and the active or apostolic 
aspects of spirituality has divided theologians since the episode of 
Martha and Mary was recorded in the Gospels. Efforts have been made 
throughout the history of the Church to justify the apostolate as a 
means of growth in the spiritual life. But it seems that the monastic 
spirituality of contemplation and withdrawal has in many ways prevailed. 
Volume IX of DENT e contains two radically different stands on this 
question in spirituality. Clearly the tension endures. 

For Hans Urs von Balthasar the quintessence of Christian existence 
consists in the basic attitude of "leaving everything" so that we may be 
totally submerged in radical surrender to God. 

He must leave everything without looking back, without trying to 


create a synthesis between Jesus and leaving one's home, between 
Jesus and burying one's father .14 


No legitimate synthesis of Christ and the world, Christian existence 
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and existence in the world, is possible. 

A. M. Besnard advances a totally opposite view. According to him, 
any spirituality that is guided by concern for Christ's message, the 
Kingdom of God which is about to begin, must necessarily be world ori- 
ented. The Christian of today, according to Besnard, is more than any- 
thing else looking for a spirituality "in the world." 

In order for him to approach God and offer spiritual veneration he 
needs in no way first to forget his earthly existence and destiny, 
much less deny them: God's life itself is the substance of man's 
spiritual sacrifice; man's action, his love and his suffering, pro- 
vide the ground for that dialogue with God, for that never-ending 
and dramatic encounter with God, in which man's destiny achieves 
its peak.+ 
Spirituality cannot develop in a separate religious presence, but must 
take place in the midst of the world, where the kingdom of God is becom- 
ing actual as a kingdom of rightousness and salvation. Worldly spiritu- 
ality begins with the assumption that everyday life itself is "divine 


service" and that the "world" is the scene and site, the locus, of the 





encounter with God. - 

Yet the spirituality of the Imitation of Christ is still very much 
alive today. According to the Imitation of Christ, the Church should be 
composed of spiritual men whose essential task it is not to make the 
Church "the light of nations" but to devote themselves to the contem- 
plative search for Christ alone, in flight from the world. This stress 
on inwardness characteristic of the Imitation seems to have led many to 
the denial of any effective relation between spirituality and life in 
the world. Lay holiness is conceived of and formulatedas "living like a 
monk in the world." 

The individualism of Calvin's spirituality made no concession to 
privacy. His spirituality laid the proper balance between private and 
public religion, between the transformation of the individual and of the 
community, between inwardness and outwardness. What Calvin said of 
saints, other men would later say of citizens. They championed the same 
sense of civic virtue, of discipline and of duty. Calvin envisioned an 
integration of holiness and virtue into the political order. His 
approach is relevant to the direction taken by the Catholic Church at 
the Second Vatican Council. According to Vatican II the Church func- 


tions as an anticipatory sign of the New Age as it concerns itself with 
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the "this-worldly" aspects of human existence. The Council gave a new 
emphasis to the secular mission of the Church and to the positive evalu- 
ation of progress in all realms. This direction must also be followed 


in the realm of spirituality. 


C. Epistemology and Ecclesiology: The New Foundations for Individual- 


ism in Spirituality. 


The major question of the sources of authority within the spiritual 
life had not received sufficient treatment from the Christian Humanists. 
All of them, Erasmus included, accepted the traditional position of the 
mediating role of the Church in our knowledge of God and in the spir- 
itual life.*° For Erasmus the source of the Philosophia Christi was the 
revelation of God as found in the Gospel. But the Gospel came to us 
through the mediation of a Church which played an important role as an 
interpreter of the Scriptures. All things depended on the right inter- 
pretation of Scripture. But within whose competence was this? 

To ascribe divine authority to anything other than the one whom one 
has personally experienced Calvin considered idolatry. He argued against 
making any external authority the ultimate criterion of truth. Without 
the indwelling Spirit, the Gospel could lead only to positivism or 
legalism. The Word and all words are related to God's Being through the 
living action of the Holy Spirit. In opening himself to the influence 


of the Spirit, man is able to feel the presence of God, to experience 





of the Spirit, the believer is made capable of distinguishing the real- 
„ity of God from the products of his own mind. 
With this doctrine of the Holy Spirit Calvin transformed the nature 
of the philosophia Christi. 
Christian philosophy bids her (reason) give place and yield com- 
plete submission to the Holy Spirit, so that the man himself no 
longer lives, but Christ lives and rules in him. 17 
In every generation the fullness of the Word of God reaches the be- 
liever not primarily through the Scriptures but through the work of the 
Spirit who inspired the writers of Scripture. The truth of the Script- 
tures is "sealed to our hearts" by the inner witness of the Holy Spirit; 
it is not simply commended to us by an ecclesiastical institution. 


The Holy Spirit creates within man a sensus divinitatis which becomes 
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the source of new understanding, spiritual discernment in the things of 


: 19 
God and man, and certainty. In the regenerated sensus divinitatis God 


himself is discovered through his human image. For ‘Calvin self-knowledge 
| leads much further than the purely psychological or philosophical knowl- 
edge of self. Man enters into Jas knowledge of himself to enter into 


the knowledge of. God. 





At the same time, John Major's doctrine of intuitive-auditive knowl- 
edge helped Calvin avoid both positivism and subjectivism by keeping in 
proper tension the knowledge received from the Word and the knowledge 
received from the Spirit. 

Calvin's epistemology demanded a reinterpretation of traditional 
ecclesiological models. In the Roman tradition, the Church recognizes 
the Spirit not as an immanent possession subject to its direction but as 
a transcendent reality by which it is directed. For Calvin the action 
of the Holy Spirit occurs principally in the gp nad and not in be 
Church. The Spirit acts towards the individual independent of the com- 

“munity. The Testimonium Spiritus Sancti is individual. It gives the 
individual the certitude of God's promise. 

While Calvin was not a covenant theologian in the technical sense 
(what is most fundamental to his thought is the concept of an order 
established by God's grace), he did think of the Church in covenantal 
and contractual terms. 

All those who from the beginning of the world God adopted as his 
peculiar people were taken into covenant with him. The covenant 
which God always made with his servants was this:  'I will walk 
among you and you will be my people.' Those words comprehend life 
and salvation and the whole sum of blessedness. 
The Church that rises to this call to covenant and accepts it is the 
product of a meeting of wills. Contractual in nature, its primacy 
belongs to the contracting parties. The emergent society is secondary. 
This contractualism remains valid, despite the fact that Calvin fre- 
quently described the Church in organic terms, as the body of Christ. 
It is true that Calvin spoke of an insitio in corpus Christi. But the 
concept of the mystical body was for Calvin only a simile. There is no 


ontological link between the believer and the glorious Christ. Only in 


i er : 21 
virtue of the promise is the believer joined to Christ. For the 


lorious body of Christ is located in heaven, while the Church and the 
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believer are on earth. The distance between the glorified Christ and 


——- 


the believer can only be bridged by the Spirit. And there is no need 
for the body of Christ to be present on earth since the Lord 
by his Spirit bestows upon us the blessings of being one with him 
in soul, body and spirit. The bond of that connection therefore is 
the spirit of Christ, which unites us to him and is a kind of 
channel by which everything that Christ has and is is directed to 
us.? 
In Roman Catholicism, it is the pneumatic body of Christ that oper- 
ates within the Church. There is an ontological link between the 


believer and Christ. In Calvin' S view, the power of the glorified 





Christ, and not his pneumatic body, was. present. There could be no 





question of any ontological link between the body of Christ and the 


elect. It is only in the light of this understanding of the mystical 





bođy that we can see what Calvin meant by giving the Church the title of 
mother. Is the Church a mother in the sense that she gives us birth, 
that she is ontologically before us? In reaction against the Münster- 
ites, a group of fanatics, Calvin insisted that there is no solitary 


road to God. 


Many are led either by pride, dislike, or rivalry to the conviction 
that they can profit enough from private reading and meditation: 
hence they despise public assemblies and deem preaching superflu- 
ous. But, since they do their utmost to sever or break the sacred 
bond of unity no one escapes the just penalty of this unholy sep- 
aration without bewitching himself with pestilent errors and foul- 
est illusions.?? 


It would seem that for Calvin there could be no salvation outside the 


visible Church. 


But as it is now our purpose to discourse of the visible Church, 
let us learn from her single title of Mother, how useful, how 
necessary the knowledge of her is, since there is no other means of 
entering into life unless she conceive us in the womb and give us 
birth, unless she nourish us at her breasts, and, in short, keep us 
under her charge and government, until divested of mortal flesh, we 
melee ies the angels...the abandonment of the Church is always 
fatal. 


But the Church is truly mother only in the measure that the Holy Spirit 
acts in her. In no way does the Church have causal relationship in the 


regeneration of man. There is an external link between the Church's 


function and the role of the Spirit. Calvin expressed this by speaking 
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of the vocatio externa of the Word, which is the preaching of the Church, 
and the vocatio interna of the Spirit, which is the effect of the testi- 
monium internum. 

Through his doctrine of the Holy Spirit and his epistemology, Calvin 
attempted to deal with one of the crucial problems in ecclesiology, a 
problem medieval ecclesiology and the later Christian humanism had left 
unsolved: the ar of the Church as a visible community active in the 
world but not the Kingdom of God; as a community with specific and con- 
crete forms, but forms which cannot be absolutized. 

Although Calvin understands the Church as mother, he does not see 
this same Church as the mediator or regulator of the individual believ- 
er's thought and life. God alone is the source of any benefi 4c 
Through the words of the Holy Spirit, the ministry of the Church is 
effective. This Spirit is not an immanent possession subject to the 


Church's direction but a transcendent reality by which it is directed. 


+ — 


The e Spirit "works on the existential and operative level - with no men- 


tion (ehe consecration or cooperation on the part of the Church. For the 


Spirit cannot be institutionalized: it invokes the Holy Spirit but does 


not confer it. 
=) ee 


All that the Scripture attributes of dignity or authority, either 
to the Prophets or Priests of the ancient Law or to the Apostles 
and their successors, is attributed not to their persons but to the 
ministry and office to which they are assigned, or, to speak more 
plainly, to the Word of God which they are called to administer. 26 


The Church has no right to define doctrine. 


God takes away from men the ability to forge any new article, so 
that he alone may be our master and teacher in spiritual doctrine 27 


Apart from the Lordship of God in Christ, the Church has no exist- 


So 


ence. The Church is nothing and has nothing; it is radically poor. 
Christ's Lordship is never given to the Church. The Church was not 
established for its own sake. It must recognize Mir only as a provi- 
sional arrangement of God and must proclaim its own eschatological tran- 
sience. For the Church is not the Kingdom of God but a function of the 
Kingdom of God, subordinated to the Kingdom and obedient to it. 

Although Calvin established a stringent Church discipline, he did not 


entrust the unity of the Church to an external framework but to the 


faith, hope, and charity produced by the SpAiYIDROfSGOd em Calvin's 
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emphasis on the local Church and its Eucharistic life stems from this 
concern for unity. The Eucharistic community establishes a context for 
the Christian life in which the unity of faith and fraternal concord may 


be cultivated. ni The type of unity Calvin sought to support by his in- 
sistence on the frequency of the Eucharist was one which would respect 
the individuality of the believer and at the same time avoid the anarchy 
which results when institutional bounds are ignored. 

John Calvin recognized the need for organization and structure but 
also admitted the propriety of diversity and the possibility of plural- 
ism. He stated that "in every human society some kind of government is 
necessary...and that the removal of laws would unnerve the Church, de- 


face and dissipate £c edd 


In these ordinances, however, we must always attend to the excep- 
tion, that they must not be thought necessary to salvation, nor 
lay the conscience under a religious obligation. They must not be 
compared to the worship of God nor substituted for piety. 


...because things of this value are not necessary to salvation, and 
for the edification of the Church, they should be accommodated to 
the varying circumstances of each age and nation... 


D. The Role of the Church in the Spiritual Life of the Contemporary 


Christian 


In attempting to incorporate Calvin's insights into the contemporary 
Church, we are obviously forbidden from literally implementing them. 

The questions of the individual and society, of control and freedom are 
highly complex. No facile parallels can be drawn. Calvin's main con- 
tribution to us is in the area of theological principles and metnodology. 
In his theology of the Word and the Spirit, Calvin presents us with 
sound hermeneutical principles for an ecclesiology in which the typi- 
cally modern category of dialogue can be integrated into the theory of 
the mediating function of the Church. 

Guided by his epistemology, Calvin evolved a doctrine of the Church 
that remains perpetually challenging to Christian spirituality and to 
the Roman Catholic tradition today. 

Within this tradition, there is present a tendency to de-institution- 
alize spirituality, making it more deeply personal. According to Karl 
Rahner, the Church as the supporting element for piety is progressively 


fading away. The personal religious experience of the individual 
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becomes increasingly decisive. 


While this is one current of thought, a great deal of contemporary 
Roman Catholic spirituality has become predominantly Church-centered. 
The confrontation between the divine and the human is conceived as tak- 
ing place primarily by means of the Church's mediation. In a recent 
article in Concilium, F. Vandenbroucke wrote: 

Let us now consider finally the instrumental cause of every Chris- 
tian spirituality. This cause is the Church with its hierarchy, 
sacraments and liturgy and Tradition. This presupposes the accept- 
ance of the principle of the ecclesiastical economy, without which 
it is impossible to speak of Christian spirituality except in the 


broad sense in which it is said that every grace comes fhxougb the 
Church according to the formula extra ecclesiam nulla salus. 3 


We read in another author: 


Christianity represents us with an association based upon a shared 
faith, not the chance coincidence of a number of individual opin- 
ions, but a faith which is primordially corporate, essentially the 
faith of a society, in which faith the members of the society par- 
ticipate; their faith is their own, and yet it is not their own, 
because it comes to them from and remains always essentially the 
faith of the society. 


"The Church is not a voluntary religious association formed by the coming 


together of individual believers," writes Christopher Dawson, "but a 


supernatural divine organism which transmits the gifts of eternal life 
to mankind." ^^ 

The doctrine echoed in these writers has led to an understanding of 
the Church as a self-contained structure, a self-sufficient divine 
entity, often experienced by the individual as something placed between 
God and himself. But the authority which serves as underpinning for 
this ecclesiology is proving increasingly unworkable. All authority 
contains elements both of elicitation and of imposition. The conditions 
of the modern age have rendered the older forms of authority obsolete 
within a contemporary model of the Church. The shifting emphasis from 
elicitation to imposition characteristic of the authority structure in 
the past few centuries of Church history has made it largely into a 
source of problems instead of solutions. Innovation tends to be ex- 
cluded and a tremendously dysfunctional rigidity of thought and prac- 
tice takes hold. The Church is identified, for all practical purposes, 


wita the hierarchy, since this closed group does and says all that is 
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really important to say and do. Instead of acting as the mediator of an 
intensely personal and dynamic faith, the Church functions as the medi- 
ator of its own ideology. 

As an institution embodying in some way the grace of Christ and serv- 
ing as a locus of the meeting between God and man, the Church is in bad 
repute today. It is not used by its members, or seen by those outside 
it, as a vehicle for inwardness. 

What is required are new Church structures able to sustain the authen- 
tic religious experience of the individual believer. Within the previ- 
ously described ecclesiological model, it is impossible to develop a 
spirituality in which God's redeeming presence manifests itself primar- 
ily within the individual self. For a spirituality mediated by the 
Church and leading to corporate life in the Church to flourish, there 
must emerge a greater awareness of the potential for community which 
God's redeeming presence in man effects. Corporateness is achieved not 
strictly "from the top down," but by eliciting a consensus from the con- 
stituency. This understanding of corporateness can be developed only in 
the light of a theology of the Word and Spirit. Within such a theology, 
the Church would be moved in terms of consensus. This approach would 
break the antithesis between objectivism and subjectivism and substitute 
a flexible authority structure for the older, morerigid one. Real free- 
dom in the personal dimension of faith would then be possible. 

The structure of the Church and her mediating role in the life of the 
believer must be subordinated to the individual's relationship to God. 
Final responsibility for the spiritual welfare of the Church's members 
and ultimate authority here on earth do not reside in a corporate group. 
For man cannot submit ultimately to an authority outside of himself. 
Whatever submission he makes can never be absolute, for a man can never 
transfer to anyone else the responsibility for his own religious faith. 
Scripture and tradition enable man to grasp more fully his own inner ex- _ 


perience; they are not substitutes for it. 


E. The Unity of Theology and Spirituality 


In the history of Christianity, there has been a constant tendency to 
separate theological reflection from spirituality. This separation is 
understandable. Religious men are conscious of the Presence of God in 


the depths of their souls. But they are unable to describe this Presence 
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in the way that they describe other things. Attempts to deal with this 
Presence have alternated between the two ways of negation and affirma- 


tion. Whatever can be affirmed about God can only be expressed in sym- 








bols or analogies. The function of dogma is to conserve the experience 
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partially expressed in conceptual terms. 





So theological reflection has usually been assigned the task of formu- 
lating and examining dogmatic statements, while the experience of God 
has been resumed for the realm of spirituality. _This creates a false 
dichotomy, limiting theological knowledge to a knowledge of things. When 
this happens, the old complaint dating back to the age of the Greek 
Fathers, is heard again: that the dogmatic books are an obstacle to the 
spiritual life of a man - they dessicate and destroy Lene? The same com- 
plaint was made in Calvin's time against the schoolmen. 

It was Calvin's dissatisfaction with scholastic theology that led him 
to accept the humanistic concept of pietas as sapientia, as sancta erudi- 
tio. Calvin understood theological knowledge as vital and experiential 
in nature. He used the expression philosophia Christi from the very 
beginning of his Institutes to express his concern for a renewal in the- 
ology. Its use also indicated Calvin's dependence on Erasmus, for whom 
theology and spirituality were one. Erasmus' new method in theology was 
not intended simply as an instrument for renewal of the intellectual 
life, but for the renewal of the whole person. The philosophia Christi 
must be understood as a principle of restoration of order. 

Moreover, what else is the philosophy of Christ, which He himself 


calls a rebirth, than the restoration of human nature originally 
well formed. 


Calvin affirmed the same thing when he said that he had given first 


-_ 


: à 38 
place to doctrine since it is through doctrine that salvation begins. 





For Calvin the greatest danger to the spiritual life was a false knowl- 


edge of God which made man's obligation of worship, and therefore his 


piety, impossible, 





F. Spirituality and Theological Method 


The unity of theology and spirituality is still a goal to be attained 


today. Theology, according to many, is too intellectualistic, and 
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spirituality is found lacking in theological substance. This situation 


is expressed by Hans Küng in the following fashion. 


Non-theologians also take issue with theologians in this dispute. 
They complain that our theological literature likewise has long 
been, and continues to be, by and large, esoteric and intellectual- 
istic, that it frequently disdains to rub shoulders with the real 
world, indeed that it rarely, if ever, displays real concern for 
the needs of people living today, that it fails to speak the lan- 
guage of our time, and that it almost never makes a clear and de- 
cisive call to the imitation of Christ. In short, they object that 
our theological writing generally fails to 'edify' in the best and 
most important sense of the word. 


The thinker and the man of piety, the dogmatist and the mystic, the 
theologian and the saint were each to go his separate way. Yet so 
much of the upheaval witnessed in the theology, in the Church, and 
in the world of our century compels us to try to re-see and re- 
practice as one single theology the separate disciplines of scien- 
tific and devotional theology. In the final analysis, a Christian 
cannot but consider learning and piety, study and devotion, and 
Dem theology and TE as belonging essentially together. 





[SE degenerates into a ecol Rs or historicizing scholasti- 
cism that lacks life. Similarly, pious meditation engaged in with- 


out the sobering restraints of clear theological norms has a way of 


degenerating into an intellectually inbred or sentimental religios- - 


ity that lacks substance.” 





The situation of contemporary theological education as described by 
Hugh Kerr is highly relevant to the question of the integration of spir- 


ituality and theology. 


What students today most want from the study of religion they 
hardly ever get. The personal-mystical enthusiasm which many find 
meaningful comes too close to subjectivism for their teachers. 
Trained in the intellectualism of the typical graduate school, most 
teachers of religious subjects try to avoid anything as intangible 
as inner faith experience. They want to demonstrate that religion 
can be studied as objectively as any other discipline. 


In theology, the most important decision to be made is about the 
sources of theological reflection, They are the formative factors that 
determine the character of a given theology. In Christian theology, the 
fundamental source has always been Revelation, considered so basic that 
theology and theological education are directly related and affected by 
the understanding of its nature. When the organizing principle of the- 


+ 


ology is the idea that revelation is primarily a deposit of propositional 


truths given and transmitted by means of a history or of a Church, the _ 


— pri 
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result is theological Positivism. Divine truths that constitute man as 





man become available exclusively in Scripture or in a Church tradition. 


This exclusivism results in a disregard for the _personal and direct en- 


counter with the divine. 

Theology becomes then a revelation-centered and Church-centered the- 
ology. The ordinary encounter between the divine and the human takes 
place by means of the history recorded in the Scriptures or by means of 
the Church. In this context theology is isolated from its roots in the 
religious experience of the believer and risks becoming a denominational 
ideology whereby a specific Church rationalizes its own existence. (Re- 
call the mass of dogmatic theology which has served as expression of the 
theologian's intention to repeat faithfully the traditional formulations 
of his denomination.) 

At the same time, the positivism of revelation regards a given divine 
truth as objective reality which defines man in accordance with what is 
most real. Theology in this context will strive for impersonal and 
objective knowledge, to the exclusion of man's subjective experience. 
Personal thinking is understood as subjectivistic and arbitary and as an 
obstacle to objectivity. 

In his book Personal Knowledge, Michael Polanyi affirmed that the 
greatest threat to the progress of culture is the denial of the value of 
personal irieing hi One of the failings of our age is the refusal to 
grant existential credibility to the indefinable. We have made Wittgen- 
stein's early dictum our own: "Of what cannot be said, thereof must one 
be silent." Polanyi has replaced this by, "Nothing that we know can be 


said precisely." _ Human action and man' S contact with the ground of life 


depend in large measure upon inarticulate and unconceptualized knowledge. 





The constant IN cruction between the inarticulate and the articulate is 


of the utmost importance for human growth. 


The exploratory drive within man, which is the primary source of cre- 
ative thinking, is imbedded in his inarticulate thinking. But, when 
objective and impersonal knowledge are pursued as the highest possible 
goal, the exploratory drive and the spirit of inquiry are quenched. In 
the context of positivism, learning deteriorates into map reading. To 
find the way by means of a ready-made map is easier than to search with- 


out a map. But,as Aarne Siirala writes: 
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To be sure, a traveler proceeding with the aid of a map is in an 
intellectually more advantageous position than an explorer of a new 
area who lacks a map. Yet the progress which the explorer makes 
with his groping is a higher human achievement than a well-planned 
tourist trip by the traveler with a map. The attainment of knowl- 
edge as exact as possible is an important human objective, but 
man's finest intellectual achievement is the creation of knowledge. 
The human mind is most sensitive as it brings uncharted areas under 
its control. It is then that man renews his articulate knowledge, 
the framework on which he depends in his search for knowledge. The 
genuinely new can be found only by means of the same inarticulable 
powers which the animals use in learning to find their way out of 
mazes. 


With our positivistic understanding of Revelation, we have made tour- 
ists out of our theological students. They are trained to become map 
readers, and in the process they lose their inner drive for discovery. 
Theological education has become, for the most part, training for con- 
ceptual analysis and verbal communication. Theology retains a remote 
contact with the workings of personal experience and thought, and its 
relationship with the more dynamic situation of field education can only 
be but superficial. 

What is needed is an empirical theology that can free man of a 
Church-centered and Scripture-centered theology. An empirical theology 
is one that is open to God's Word in all life. Such a theology presup- 
poses a distinctive approach to Revelation. A distinction must be made 


between unthematic and thematic revelation. Revelation is unthematic 


no RSR DE world is comprehended. It is also unthe- 
matic because it is known implicitly and existentially by man before it 
can possibly be understood explicitly and conceptually. God's Word is 
addressed to man in a twofold manner, inwardly and outwardly. God con- 
tinues to be present as revealer in the deep experiences of the be- 
liever and the believing community. In a real sense, the categorical 
revelation, the thematic revelation as found in Scripture and Tradition, 


does not turn man away from himself to make him subject to something 


outside of him. Historical revelation is an event within the world that 

can serve to represent in an explicit way the truth of the graciousness 

of that horizon that is already known implicitly to encompass the world. 
* Man cannot submit ultimately to an authority outside himself. Truth 


vx cannot be attained unless a man is attuned to what goes on within. 
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No doubt the learning process in religion, as in other sciences, in- 
volves at least a provisional submission to authority. But the submis- 
sion can never be absolute, for a man can never transfer to anyone else 
the responsibility for his own religious faith. Scripture and tradition 


-—— 


enable man to grasp more fully his own inner experience; they are not _ 
substitutes TODETE? 

There can be no dualism which separates theology from faith experi- 
ence. Theology must be the process whereby that experience is reflex- 
ively understood, articulated in propositions and embodied in language. 
There is not thematization and experience, but a thematized experience. 
Theology, in the strict sense, is therefore merely a further develop- 
ment, an unfolding of that basic subjective reflection which already 
takes place in the obedient listening to the Word of God. 7 

Personal faith invites discovery. The motivational force behind the- 
ological reflection is the need to explore the unknown. In fact, the 
only way out of absolutizing and positivism is in continuing open dis- 


cussion inspired by the spirit of exploration. The task of the theo- 


logian is that of trying things on for size. Theology is consistently 
Leur tivegan experimental. It should in no way support dependency, 
passivity and acquiescence. Robert Frost's remark applies to theological 
education as well as to other endeavors: "What a man needs is the cour- 
age to take a chance on his own discriminations." Theology arises from 
faith; creative theology arises from present faith, not past faith. The 
real theological questions are always contemporary and, moreover, they 
can be effectively handled only by someone who is sensitive to the pres- 
ent action of God. 

Through his religious epistemology, Calvin called attention to the 
profoundly personal nature of the knowledge of God. God and man are not 
separated by an intervening veil of conceptualizations. Knowledge of 
God does not deal with a concept of God, but with God himself. God is 
not an object outside of us which we come to know through sense experi- 
ence. He is not an object of science that can be apprehended, analyzed 
or manipulated. The knowledge of God is the experience of a subject. 
According to Calvin, our knowledge of God depends on what Polanyi terms 
a "personal coefficient." This knowledge is impossible apart from the 
personal involvement of the knower. Knowledge of God enhances the per- 


son's moral sensitivity and his own self-understanding, Through vxo TEES a) 
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profound sense of commitment develops which penetrates every aspect of 





the person's behavioral and conceptual existence. 





On the other “hand, to say that knowledge of God is composed of per- 
sonal commitment does not mean according to Calvin that knowledge is 


totally relative or subjective. With his doctrine of Word and Spirit 


ne 








correlating to the objective ai and subjective factors of knowledge, Calvin 








broke the antithesis of objectivism and subjectivism. He understood 





theological knowledge as vital and experiential, never separated from 
its sources - the Word and the Spirit, 

The Holy Spirit is within us the source of all understanding. It is 
never bound by any institution. Source of certainty and personal con- 
viction for the knower, the Spirit becomes the internal and ultimate 
source of authority. Calvin argues against making any external author- 
ity the ultimate criterion for truth. At the same time, he affirmed the 
constant need for openness to the Word of God. That is why the theolo- 
gian is a man in continual dialectical relationship between the Word and 
the Spirit; he is sent from the Word to the Spirit and from the Spirit 
to the Word. Within this dialectical movement, it is impossible to be 
content with any objective knowledge of God as ultimate, or to lose 


one's drive toward the ever new discovery of God. 
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